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The Lord stood with me, and strengthened me; that by me the preaching might 
be fully known . . . and I was delivered out of the mouth of the lion.

—2 TIMOTHY 4:17 (New Testament, King James Version)
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Foreword
Robin D. G. Kelley

Omar H. Ali has thrown down the gauntlet. He rescues the Black Populist move-
ment, particularly the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, from its longstanding place as 
a footnote to Populism writ large, and restores the men and women who built 
this powerful movement to their rightful place within the black radical tradition. 
In an age when black farmers are still struggling with the federal government to 
receive just reparations for their collective loss of land through discriminatory 
lending practices and outright theft, this book stands as a potent reminder of just 
how long and deep this struggle has been.

In the Lion’s Mouth: Black Populism in the New South, 1886–1900 breaks new 
ground by locating a distinctive politics of culture deeply rooted not only in the 
black radical tradition, but also in agrarian culture, with groundings in African 
culture and the experience of slavery. Ali correctly resists the common tendency 
to see Black Populists as either an offshoot of the white Populist movement or 
as a failed effort at interracial organizing. Rather, he paints a compelling portrait 
of an independent movement. But understand that by independent, he does not 
mean separatist. It is an important distinction, for if we follow Ali’s arguments and 
the evidence he marshals seriously, we can only conclude that the white Populist 
movement, more than any, exhibited separatist tendencies. Ali flips the script, if 
you will, and compels us to rethink the entire history of late-nineteenth-century 
southern politics. Moreover, he insists that the real story of these different move-
ments is not a simple matter of two separate strands of Populism operating side-
by-side, but conflicting ideals about fairness, equity, and the construction of a 
democratic, caring political economy.

Rural African Americans felt the financial crunch more severely than their 
white counterparts, as black men and women endured mass evictions and the 
loss of civil and political rights. Thus it shouldn’t surprise us that sharp philo-
sophical and political differences divided the two Populist movements. Black 
Populists had advanced beyond printing more money or demanding free silver; 
they sought a more radical redistribution of wealth. Indeed, they had a vision of 
a new society and offered a path for the emancipation of the nation as a whole, 
not just black folk. As such, theirs was not interest-group politics but a black-led 
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movement broad enough for all farmers and working people to follow. Tragically, 
most whites chose white supremacy over liberation—a story repeated over and 
over again in the course of our nation’s history.

Ali’s In the Lion’s Mouth makes another critical contribution to our under-
standing of the era. It adds further voice to the burgeoning scholarship that chal-
lenges the characterization of the late nineteenth century as a low point—the 
nadir, as Rayford Logan famously called it—in the black freedom movement. 
Allegedly, the post-Reconstruction era was marked by African Americans turn-
ing inward, embracing self-segregation rather than direct opposition, following 
Booker T. Washington’s injunction to “cast down your buckets where you are.” 
Ali paints a radically different picture. The independent black movement he 
describes was a collective act of self-determination; it challenged the economic 
and ideological structures of the day and offered a democratic alternative the 
nation might have followed.

But Ali goes further. He reveals the contradictions of class within black com-
munities and political formations. It is not enough to examine how Black Popu-
lists differed from whites; he points out how some black Republicans and various 
“representative” race leaders also took issue with the movement’s militant tactics 
and support for a third party—the People’s Party. These class conflicts had a pro-
found affect on the ability of black agrarian organizations to build solidarity and 
strength. Ali shows us how much is revealed once we shift our focus away from 
questions of whether this was a failed black and white alliance to the internal 
dynamics of a movement. In the end, we need this book and we need it now. As 
Ali reminds us, social movements do make a difference, even when they might 
lose the larger battle.

Here we stand in 2010, facing an economic crisis whose depths are not unlike 
that which America faced in the 1890s. And here we are, with an African Ameri-
can in the White House for the first time in the nation’s history, a black president 
who speaks boldly about a new “green” economy, and yet black farmers continue 
to be denied their just and legally sanctioned compensation for decades of racial 
discrimination. As a result of a 1999 settlement, the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture was required to pay out about $400 million in total damages for violating 
black farmers’ civil rights. The majority of black farmers covered by the suit were 
eligible to receive $50,000 and the cancellation of any USDA debt. It was a paltry 
sum, to be sure, but few black farmers had even received that amount. Instead, 
the USDA directed its energy to denying black farmers’ claims, eventually turn-
ing down nearly 90 percent of those who sought restitution.

So what are the lessons here? Land still matters. The fight for democracy still 
matters. We still need movements. We still need a more expansive vision of a 
caring and just society. We still need dreamers. And we especially need to read 
Omar H. Ali’s In the Lion’s Mouth.
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Preface

The struggle for post-emancipation civil and political rights by men and women 
of African descent has taken a range of forms throughout the Atlantic and Indian 
Ocean worlds. Within these African Diasporas, there have always been men and 
women—whether free, enslaved, or occupying a status somewhere in between—
willing to place their lives, livelihoods, and the security of their family and friends 
on the line in order to ensure or extend emancipation. In the Atlantic world, the 
abolition of slavery was achieved over the course of the nineteenth century; in 
the Indian Ocean world, where there existed a much broader range of un-free 
forms of labor than in the Atlantic, freedom did not come to most people held 
in bondage until the twentieth century. Regardless, in both areas of the world, 
freedoms needed to be actively protected post-emancipation, as colonial, neoco-
lonial, or otherwise ruling-class efforts to control black labor required ongoing 
vigilance and tactical response.

Both prior to and following emancipation black people in the Americas cre-
ated their own fraternal orders and mutual-benefit societies that formed the 
basis of independent black action. In the Caribbean and South America, black 
associations, such as the Afro-Cuban cabildos de nación or the Afro-Brazilian 
irmandandes, had their counterparts in North America, in the form of Black 
Masonry or other African American lodges. Such bodies, which were often 
closely tied to black churches, not only brought a sense of solidarity to commu-
nities of black men and women, but also served as political staging grounds. Such 
was the case in the U.S. South, where African Americans organized to ensure 
and advance newfound liberties gained during Reconstruction that were either 
being curtailed or reversed outright (voting rights, sitting on juries, holding of 
public office). Among the ways African Americans sought to protect and extend 
their interests included independent politics: establishing third parties, promot-
ing insurgent candidates, and running fusion campaigns (where two parties run 
a shared slate of candidates). Such tactics not only fueled the Abolitionist move-
ment of the antebellum era, but were used by African Americans in the decades 
after the Civil War. The present study details the rise and fall of one of the largest 
independent black political movements: Black Populism in the New South.

Between 1886 and 1900—within a decade following the end of Reconstruction 
and before the consolidation of Jim Crow—African Americans mobilized tens of 
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thousands of black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers to action. They 
demanded higher wages, debt relief, government ownership and regulation of 
railroads, a farmer subsidy program, the protection of civil and political rights, 
and electoral reform. The movement grew out of established networks of black 
benevolent associations, fraternal orders, and churches that served as centers 
for the recruitment, education, and leadership-training of African Americans 
in the post-Reconstruction South; it took organizational form in 1886 with the 
creation of various mutual-aid societies and labor unions, including the Colored 
Agricultural Wheels, the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, the southern branch of the 
Knights of Labor, and the Cooperative Workers of America. In 1890, the move-
ment began to shift toward the electoral arena. African Americans would help to 
establish and then grow the People’s Party with white independents to challenge 
Democratic Party authority in the South. African Americans ran insurgent and 
independent candidates for office and participated in fusion campaigns with the 
Republican Party. Some of their candidates won; certain concessions and reforms 
were even briefly put into place (including election reforms and greater funding 
for public education). However, by the late 1890s, and mostly under Democratic-
led attacks, Black Populism collapsed.

Despite the many thousands of African Americans who actively participated 
in building Black Populism from the mid-1880s through the late 1890s, the move-
ment remains a little-known chapter in the history of post-emancipation black 
political struggle. Overshadowed by the much better known history of the white-
led Populist movement of the same period, Black Populism was neither an off-
shoot nor a reflection of the white movement, but was a separate movement, with 
its own history. While the two movements did overlap when tactics required 
doing so, African Americans followed their own leaders, had their own organiza-
tions, and made demands derived from their own particular experiences.

In the following study, the boundaries of the term “Black Populism” have been 
expanded to include individuals affiliated with a number of groups and political 
parties often competing with one another and not usually referred to by scholars 
as “Black Populist” per se. That is, most scholars limit “Black Populist” to only 
mean African Americans who joined the ranks of the People’s Party; they do not 
include, for instance, dissident black Republicans and African Americans work-
ing with other parties and associations. The limitation does not allow for the 
multiple ways in which African Americans practically and collectively asserted 
their independence during the final two decades of the nineteenth century. Anal-
ogous to this would be to only consider members of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People as proper participants in the modern civil 
rights movement (and exclude, for instance, members of the Congress for Racial 
Equality, the Women’s Political Council, or the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 



xvPreface

Committee). Like the modern civil rights movement, there was an array of orga-
nizations, parties, and unaffiliated individuals involved in Black Populism; more-
over, and more often than not, African Americans were simultaneously members 
of different groups.

A broader perspective of Black Populism is proposed here: overlapping net-
works of black men and women and their organizations, beginning with agrar-
ian-based associations and labor unions and continuing with electoral parties, 
were aspects of a larger whole, a larger movement. Ultimately, In the Lion’s Mouth
offers an additional storyline among the many that comprise late-nineteenth-
century U.S. history—in this case, one which places southern African Americans 
front and center in the historical narrative, with white Populists serving as the 
background, instead of the other way around.
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3

Introduction

Great hopes paraded down the main street of Raleigh, North Carolina, on the 
afternoon of September 29, 1892.1 The recently formed People’s Party, also known 
as the Populist Party, organized a show of strength that day for all in the commu-
nity to see and to join.2 Cheered by crowds lined along the main dirt road lead-
ing to the city’s Brookside Park, the parade featured the new party’s presidential 
candidate, James B. Weaver. Flanking Weaver, a brevet brigadier general in the 
Union army twice elected to Congress on the Greenback Party ticket, were some 
350 men on horseback and mules, 50 of whom were African American.3

The white-led Populist movement, of which the People’s Party was its most 
visible expression in the electoral arena, spanned the last two decades of the 
nineteenth century. The movement mobilized farmers and workers across the 
nation. Those who joined the movement were largely poverty stricken and 
indebted; their leaders demanded sweeping reforms, including government 
regulation of businesses, subsidies for farmers, a minimum wage for workers, 
and a more open and equitable electoral process. Populists targeted points of 
exploitation. Agricultural prices had fallen precipitously over a period of fifteen 
years; capital was increasingly scarce or controlled by fewer people who charged 
exorbitant interests on loans; meanwhile, railroad costs for transporting goods 
to market were becoming nearly prohibitive. Movement leaders rallied against 
planters, merchants, landlords, and creditors (often one and the same people), as 
well as “Wall Street,” bankers, and railroad barons.4 During the 1880s Populists 
formed a string of agrarian and labor organizations which included cooperative 
ventures and credit programs to counter high interest rates, low wages, and low 
commodity prices. By the early 1890s, many in the movement turned to the elec-
toral arena and helped to establish the People’s Party—an “antiparty” party.5 The 
party demanded structural political reforms; in the South, it attempted to break 
the Democratic Party’s monopoly; in other parts of the country, the Republican 
Party was the dominant party to be challenged.

The People’s Party saw modest gains during its first four years, its candidates 
winning public offices in the West, Midwest, and in some parts of the South. 
Populist presidential candidate Weaver received over one million votes at the 
polls; meanwhile, electoral reforms were enacted in parts of the South through 
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fusion with Republicans. By 1896, however, Populism, and the party that helped 
to give mass expression to it, had lost its edge. A combination of factors led to 
the movement’s collapse. The popular issue of “free silver”—the reintroduction 
of silver in addition to gold as specie—was adopted by the Democratic Party’s 
candidate, William Jennings Bryan. His appeal on this issue, which would have 
(likely) alleviated some of the debt burden among farmers if such a policy were 
enacted, led to the People’s Party endorsing his candidacy in 1896. In addition to 
what amounted as fusion between the People’s Party and the Democratic Party 
(in essence leading to the folding of Populism into the ruling party of the South), 
class divisions among Populists (between the landless rank-and-file and much of 
the landed leadership) had already been splintering the movement; in the South, 
Democrats exercised their social, political, and economic authority to destroy 
independent leadership—especially in those instances of black and white coali-
tions. Anti-fusion laws in the Midwest (where the People’s Party garnered some 
of its largest votes) coupled with Democratic attacks in the South—changing 
election laws where it could, using various forms of intimidation, including brute 
force—effectively destroyed the movement by the turn of the century.

Although the history of Populism has been well established by scholars as a 
white-based and white-led movement (with dozens of regional and state-based 
works having been published since the 1930s), the role of African Americans 
within the movement is considerably less known and understood. When ref-
erenced, African Americans, mostly concentrated in the South, are treated as a 
side story in the narrative. With most scholars conducting their studies through 
an interpretation of the activities and views of white Populist leaders, certain 
biases took hold—and early on.6 In 1931, John Hicks, in his widely influential 
book The Populist Revolt: A History of the Farmers’ Alliance and the People’s Party,
described the Colored Farmers’ Alliance—one of the largest black organizations 
of the era—as having been “little more than an appendage” to the southern white 
Alliance. Since Hicks’s characterization of the black organization, dozens of other 
scholars have followed suit. Southern historians C. Vann Woodward and Law-
rence Goodwyn, among others, while more attentive to African Americans and 
Populism, wrote about “biracial alliances” in the movement—but maintained 
that African Americans were minor partners in such alliances (ultimately com-
ing to the same conclusion as Hicks). Despite the efforts of historians such as Jack 
Abramowitz, William Holmes, Gerald Gaither, and Gregg Cantrell to highlight 
black political agency within Populism, the image and perspective persists of 
black people, and the Colored Farmers’ Alliance in particular, as “an appendage 
to the postbellum southern white Farmers’ Alliance movement,” as one author 
noted in the 1990s, using language almost verbatim from the 1930s.7

From the vantage point of white Populists, the view promoted by Hicks, and 
subsequently adopted by most scholars of the movement, is correct: African 
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Americans were marginal to white Populists and their organizations. Most white 
southerners were not concerned with the plight of black farmers, sharecroppers, 
and agrarian workers in the way that they were their own. So who were the Afri-
can Americans in the People’s Party parade in Raleigh? What were they doing 
both in and along the procession? What interests did they have in being there? 
And, how may have studies on Populism—largely refracted through the words of 
its white participants—shaped the ways in which scholars have come to under-
stand African American political action in the late nineteenth century?

I first came across a reference to the Colored Farmers’ Alliance in an interview 
published in the journal Race & Reason. Herbert Aptheker, a pioneer in the study 
of African American slave revolts, was responding to a question about areas of 
research that he believed needed further attention. He briefly noted that while 
leaders of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance claimed an extraordinary membership 
of over one million men and women, little else was known about the organi-
zation.8 I decided to pursue the subject, broadening the scope of my research 
to include African Americans in the Populist movement as a whole. Over the 
coming years, however, the more I focused on the activity of African Ameri-
cans and their organizations, the more I began seeing a disconnect between the 
lives of rural African Americans in the New South (the period between the end 
of Reconstruction and World War I) and how black people were being charac-
terized by scholars of Populism.9 The evidence seemed to indicate that African 
Americans had, in fact, been engaged in a series of interconnected organizations 
that were separate and distinct from those of their white counterparts. But was 
there a case to be made for a new perspective of African Americans and Popu-
lism? Was there such a thing as “Black Populism” as a movement unto itself—
that is, independent of the white-led Populist movement?

Three assumptions appeared to be guiding the scholarship on African Ameri-
cans and Populism: (1) African Americans and their organizations were an 
offshoot of Populism; (2) “Black Populism” was limited to African Americans 
affiliated with the People’s Party; and (3) African Americans operated principally 
under white leadership. Scholars, it seems, have too closely followed the words 
of white Populists in both their descriptions and analysis. As the North Carolina 
historian Joe Creech observes, “Page after page of Populist correspondence and 
Populist news print discussed the ebb and flow of Populist success as if [the] 
massive black voting bloc never existed. Perhaps these Populists, like many of 
their historians, were simply unaware of the numbers. Perhaps they were aware 
but chose not to advertise the fact in order to avoid more Democratic condemna-
tion.”10 Thus, for example, the 1890 North Carolina Progressive Farmer assertion 
that African Americans have “always [functioned with] the aid of white leaders,” 
would become the dominant and repeated view.11 While the term “Black Popu-
lism” was used by scholars as early as the 1940s—first appearing in a master’s 
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thesis by Douglass Perry in 1945 entitled “Black Populism: The Negro in the 
People’s Party in Texas”—the perspective offered is that of white Populists bring-
ing African Americans into their organizations, under their leadership.12 Such a 
perspective ultimately positions African Americans as pawns (and victims) of 
southern white men’s efforts to gain or retain power.

With few exceptions, it remains the case that when historians, political sci-
entists, and other scholars refer to Black Populism they are either implicitly 
or explicitly referring to African Americans in a movement understood to be 
fundamentally white in its composition and white in its leadership. However, 
given the de facto segregated institutional arrangements in the South (before the 
advent of de jure segregation, i.e. Jim Crow), if African Americans were going to 
challenge the authorities who ruled over them, would they not have had to orga-
nize themselves independently—as had those who organized the southern black 
churches, fraternal orders, and benevolent associations of the same period?

Rather than try to fit southern African Americans and their organizations 
into preexisting categories of what may be considered “white Populism,” I began 
to develop a concept of Black Populism as a regional movement with its own 
integrity. In 2003 Steven Hahn published his A Nation Under Our Feet: Black 
Political Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration.13 Hahn’s 
elegant study, combined with others since, most notably Charles Postel’s The Pop-
ulist Vision, in which he acknowledges “two Populisms, black and white,” along 
with Gerald Gaither’s revised Blacks and the Populist Revolt (renamed Blacks 
and the Populist Movement), Matthew Hild’s Greenbackers, Knights of Labor, and 
Populists, and Joseph Gerteis’s Class and the Color Line, indicate a new academic 
consensus: southern African Americans in the post-Reconstruction era were 
not only actively organizing against (not simply victims of) Democratic rule but 
developed their own lines of independent black political organizing.14

Incorporating the latest scholarship, and building on new strands of evidence, 
what follows is a history of Black Populism as an independent movement of black 
farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers. As early as 1938, Girard T. Bryant 
implied that African Americans were independent of the white Populist move-
ment; he titled the fifth chapter of this master’s thesis “Colored Populism.” That 
independent notion of African Americans, however, appears to have been buried, 
not to reappear for nearly half a century. In 1992 Ayers would, in passing, note 
that “Blacks [of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance] . . . did not think they could count 
on white fairness; they saw themselves as a group self-consciously opposed to 
whites, willing to organize for its members’ protection,” further suggesting the 
movement’s independence. Patrick Dickson makes the strongest case for the inde-
pendent origins of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance. Dickson challenges a funda-
mental assumption about the Colored Alliance made by the most cited historian 
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of the white Populist movement, Lawrence Goodwyn: “Goodwyn believed [that 
the rapid expansion of the white Farmers’ Alliance in the mid-1880s] ‘generated 
a self-confidence and enthusiasm among [white] Alliance lecturers . . . that made 
organization of black farmers a distinct possibility.’” But, asks Dickson, “How reli-
able is this assertion?” He continues, “There is little or no evidence that [white] 
Alliance lecturers were the driving force behind organization of the Colored Alli-
ance,” delving into Goodwyn’s footnotes to make his point. Dickson’s study, how-
ever, does not delve into the development of Black Populism beyond the early 
1890s.15

In addition to the eleven former Confederate states of the South, the follow-
ing study includes the activities of African Americans in Kansas and Missouri. 
These two states were in many ways an extension of southern black life; African 
Americans from the South migrated to Kansas and Missouri in substantial num-
bers after Reconstruction. Maryland and Kentucky (likely areas for this study, 
given their proximity to the rest of the South) had different histories; indepen-
dent black politics never took hold in these latter border states the way that it did 
further south and west. The origins of this partly lie in policies enacted during 
Reconstruction.16 As has been the case with other periods in American history 
in which black political agency has had to be reconstructed (i.e., the slave revolts 
and conspiracies of the colonial era or the work of black abolitionists in the first 
half of the nineteenth century), the quarter century following Reconstruction 
has required new research and reconsideration regarding African Americans in 
the South. Despite the growing number of studies showing otherwise, American 
history textbooks continue to give the overall impression that African Americans 
were politically passive in the decades following Reconstruction, that is, until the 
modern civil rights movement.17 Far from being passive in the years following 
Reconstruction, black men and women took great measures—and, at times, at 
great costs—to carry out a range of tactics to advance the political and economic 
interests of their communities.

Beginning in the late 1870s African Americans built new institutions or 
strengthened existing ones. For instance, Prince Hall Grand Lodges (the Black 
Freemasons), originating in the Northeast, were formed across the South, 
assuming political functions. As the historian Corey Walker describes: “African 
American appropriation of Freemasonry was a crucial component in a complex 
political struggle that did not dichotomize the political and cultural . . . Afri-
can American Freemasonry was part of a larger political strategy—what can be 
termed the ‘politics of culture’—that employed various cultural formations in an 
ever-expanding arsenal of political weapons designed to aid African Americans 
in articulating their discontent with a political system that marginalized their 
political choices and opportunities.”18
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Other fraternal orders of the late 1870s and early 1880s included the Colored 
Granges in Texas and Tennessee, the United Order of True Reformers, founded 
in Richmond, Virginia, and the Grand United Order of Good Samaritans, also in 
Virginia, and the National Order of Mosaic Templars of America, established in 
Little Rock, Arkansas. The historian Michael Gomez has also noted the continu-
ation of uniquely African-derived fraternal orders such as the Sande and Poro in 
the coastal Carolinas and Georgia. Likewise, a variety of benevolent associations 
were established in the period with chapters across the South. These included 
the United Friends Association, the Union Band of Brothers and Sisters, and the 
all-female United Daughters of Ham and the Sisters of Zion.19

Far more extensive than these fraternal orders and benevolent associations, 
however, were the Black Baptist and African Methodist Episcopalian churches 
that formed broad networks of support. The black churches—the “womb” of 
black society, as C. Eric Lincoln described—would serve as the primary bases in 
the development of black political action.20 Along with the mutual aid groups, 
black churches were essential for the stability and sustenance of African Ameri-
can communities in the post-Emancipation period. Writing in 1897 W. E. B. Du 
Bois observed, “Next to the churches in importance come the secret and benefi-
cial organizations.”21 Fraternal orders and benevolent associations (whose mem-
berships often overlapped) usually met in black churches—as was the case, for 
instance, with one black Methodist church in Abbeville, South Carolina, which 
in September 1886 sponsored a literary society, a singing society, and held meet-
ings of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance (considered both a mutual benefit asso-
ciation and a union). As the historian Orville Burton describes, “Independent 
black churches offered an opportunity to meet together away from the constant 
scrutiny of whites . . . Rural churches housed such Afro-American institutions 
as the Masonic lodges, benevolent societies, burial organizations . . . and spon-
sored schools, fairs, and social gatherings.”22 Black churches provided other vital 
support in the community: care for the sick and for orphans, loans for those 
without credit, pensions for widows, and funding to help cover funeral expenses. 
Together with benevolent associations and fraternal orders, the black churches 
were therefore natural springboards for what became Black Populism.

Beginning in 1886 and continuing through 1900, African Americans built 
their own movement for economic and political reform. Black Populism nei-
ther mirrored nor derived from the parallel white-based movement, although 
it did share in common certain demands. Black Populists maintained their own 
organizations, put forward their own leaders, and developed their own set of 
tactics. They distinguished themselves from the white movement by demanding 
nondiscriminatory legislation, an end to separate-coach laws, higher wages for 
black agrarian workers, better credit for black farmers (along with lower interest 
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rates on loans), an end to the convict lease system, the inclusion of black jurors 
in court cases involving black defendants, and federal support and oversight 
regarding both public education and the electoral process.

During the two decades following Reconstruction, Black Populism would 
assume a variety of organizational forms. Black agrarian groups had been 
established in some parts of the South before the mid-1880s, and notable black 
electoral participation continued beyond the late 1890s. For instance, a “Negro 
Alliance” had been formed in Prairie County, Arkansas, as early as 1882, and Afri-
can Americans in North Carolina’s second congressional district remained active 
in the electoral arena beyond 1900.23 However, Black Populism—as a regional 
movement—consisted of a specific period of discernible movement-building. 
While leaving the South (that is, “voting with one’s feet”) or working with the 
Democratic Party were also strategies employed by African Americans during 
the period, Black Populists distinguished themselves by challenging Democratic 
rule. In addition to launching independent and insurgent campaigns against the 
Democratic Party, Black Populists established farming exchanges, raised money 
for schools, published newspapers, led boycotts and strikes, and lobbied for 
political reforms. Within half a decade the number of people participating in the 
movement grew from handfuls to several hundred thousand—exact member-
ship figures are impossible to verify since membership lists were almost never 
made for fear of reprisal from white authorities should they be discovered.24

Black Populism took shape in 1886 with the emergence of a cluster of orga-
nizations, including the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, the Colored Agricultural 
Wheels, the southern branch of the Knights of Labor, the Cooperative Work-
ers of America, and the Colored Farmers’ Union. As Gerald Gaither notes, the 
movement of African Americans was not “a sudden political aberration but the 
culmination of a pattern of agrarian protest that had existed at least since Recon-
struction.”25 The establishment of formal organizations in 1886 therefore serves as 
an approximation of the starting point of the regionwide movement; it does not 
mean that movement-building efforts were not already underway. By the early 
1890s, Black Populism—whose participants had been up to this point largely 
engaged in the formation of farming cooperatives, instruction to improve agricul-
tural techniques, demanding higher wages for agrarian workers, and lobbying the 
government for economic reforms—shifted toward the electoral arena. African 
Americans established third parties alongside white Populists, ran insurgent and 
independent candidates for office, and created fusion or coalitional campaigns. 
In addition to working with white independents, most notably, members of the 
People’s Party, Black Populists selectively worked with the Republican Party.

As Black Populism expanded across the region, it met different kinds of resis-
tance—and from a variety of sources. Not only did individual white planters, 
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merchants, landlords, and employers oppose the movement (sometimes through 
force), but political resistance came from wealthier and more established African 
Americans who disapproved of the movement’s increasingly militant tactics (the 
use of boycotts and strikes, followed by independent electoral politics). Some 
black Republican leaders who opposed a third-party strategy tried to undermine 
politically independent initiatives. Many African Americans would even support 
Democratic gubernatorial candidates over either Republican or People’s Party 
candidates—as in Alabama in 1893 and Georgia and Texas in 1896—with the 
hope of either gaining or retaining political patronage.

Under increasing attacks and pressure, Black Populism began to buckle in 
1896. White Populist and black Republican leaders who had temporarily allied 
themselves with black independents turned away or were driven apart. By 1900, 
in the face of fierce opposition—propaganda campaigns, political intimidation, 
and physical assaults on black leaders and their followers—the movement fully 
collapsed. Isolated challenges by Black Populists to the Democratic Party contin-
ued for several years (as in parts of east Texas), but Black Populism as a region-
wide movement had been destroyed.

The development of Black Populism may be best illustrated through the work 
of some of its leading organizers. Among the most prominent of these men 
and women were W. J. Campbell of Alabama, the Reverend George W. Lowe of 
Arkansas, the Reverend Henry S. Doyle of Georgia, the Reverend John L. Moore 
of Florida, Lutie A. Lytle of Kansas, Oliver Cromwell of Mississippi, the Rever-
end Walter A. Pattillo of North Carolina, Sherman McCrary of South Carolina, 
John B. Rayner of Texas, and William H. Warwick of Virginia. Their collective 
struggles, achievements, and failures form part of the history of what was the 
largest movement of African Americans in the United States until the modern 
civil rights movement.

The first chapter in this study, “Roots and Early Development,” details the 
political and economic origins of Black Populism. Here I examine how various 
groups contributed to the foundations of the movement as it gained traction 
in the mid-1880s. Organizations sometimes complemented and at other times 
competed with one another for members. The chapter traces the development of 
the Colored Agricultural Wheels, the Knights of Labor, the Cooperative Workers 
of America, and the Colored Farmers’ Union, and how these were largely con-
solidated regionally through the Colored Farmers’ Alliance. The works of grass-
roots organizers such as the Reverend George W. Lowe of Arkansas, Sherman C. 
McCrary of South Carolina, W. J. Campbell of Alabama, and Romeo Telfair of 
North Carolina help to illustrate the early period of the movement.
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The second chapter, “The Colored Farmers’ Alliance,” focuses on the Colored 
Farmers’ Alliance—how it was funded, who made up its membership, and the 
various tactics its leaders pursued. The activities of Oliver Cromwell of Missis-
sippi, Richard M. Humphrey of Texas, Benjamin Patterson of Tennessee, and 
the Reverend Walter A. Pattillo of North Carolina are detailed here, displaying 
the movement’s regional differences, its local successes, and its limitations. The 
Colored Farmers’ Alliance emerges here as the most important organizational 
expression of Black Populism in the late 1880s and the early 1890s, playing a key 
role in the movement’s transition towards independent electoral politics.

In “Establishing the ‘Negro Party,’” chapter 3, I describe the leadership role 
of African Americans in creating state-based People’s parties in the early 1890s, 
which led to the formation of the national party. Black Populism may be viewed 
in this period through the participation of African Americans in several other 
electoral parties—these included the Union Labor, Prohibition, Alliance, and 
Republican parties—all of which attempted to challenge the Democratic Party’s 
authority in the South and in areas of the Midwest. In most states, the People’s 
Party was the movement’s primary electoral vehicle. In some areas, however, Afri-
can Americans exerted their political influence through fusion or coalition cam-
paigns with the Republican Party. Black Populists, such as the Reverend Henry 
S. Doyle of Georgia, William H. Warwick of Virginia, and the Reverend John L. 
Moore of Florida, figure prominently in establishing and helping to advance the 
independent political strategy.

Chapter 4, “Independent, Coalition, and Fusion Politics,” describes the 
development of Black Populism from the mid-1890s to the end of the decade. 
Emphasis is placed here on Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Texas, 
showing a variety of experiences among African Americans across the region. As 
in previous chapters, descriptions and analyses of the work of key black leaders, 
including George W. Murray of South Carolina and John B. Rayner of Texas, help 
to demonstrate the complexities of local circumstances. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of the collapse of Black Populism due to a combination of inter-
nal divisions and heightened political attacks from Democrats.

In the fifth chapter, “Collapse and Aftermath,” I provide a final analysis of 
Black Populism and explore its legacy. What happened to Black Populists after 
the movement was destroyed? What was its impact on subsequent generations 
of African Americans in the South? How did northern black leaders view Black 
Populism during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century? And how did 
African Americans continue to challenge the Democratic Party in the region?
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Chapter One

ROOTS AND EARLY DEVELOPMENT

The Democratic party [in] the South is something more than a mere political 
organization striving to enforce an administrative policy. It is a white man’s 
party, organized to maintain white supremacy and prevent a repetition of the 
destructive rule of ignorant negroes and unscrupulous whites.

—Greensboro Daily Record, August 19, 1892

The brutality of southern paramilitary politics that began in the antebellum era, 
and took its deadliest toll during the Civil War, continued beyond Reconstruc-
tion. Violence permeated the ongoing struggle over black labor in the final two 
decades of the nineteenth century. Quasi-free labor had replaced slave labor 
through sharecropping and tenant farming and almost anywhere rural African 
Americans asserted their rights, they were met with armed force. Nowhere were 
the reactions more explosive than in Mississippi, where African Americans com-
prised the majority of the population. There, in the early 1880s, the combined 
votes of African Americans with white independents posed a numerical threat 
to Democratic rule, leading to deadly violence against what had become a black 
and independent alliance.

In the summer of 1881, J. J. Spellman, a black veteran of Mississippi Recon-
struction politics, declared his candidacy for secretary of state as a Republican. A 
coalition of black Republicans and white Greenbackers soon formed around his 
candidacy. The Greenback Party had been established a decade earlier to promote 
currency expansion to assist debtors but the coalition surrounding Spellman in 
1881 sought a series of additional economic and political reforms that, if enacted, 
would benefit rural African Americans: legislation to regulate labor relations, an 
end to the convict-lease system, protection of existing civil and political rights, 
and the creation and enforcement of a more equitable electoral process.1
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Reporting on separate Republican and Greenback state conventions taking 
place in Jackson on August 25, 1881, the Huntsville Gazette, a black-owned and 
operated newspaper based in Alabama, wrote: “Jackson is in a blaze of excite-
ment tonight. Bands are playing and speeches are being made.” The paper fur-
ther noted that “the democrats express disappointment that the two conventions 
could harmonize on a platform and common ticket, and every shade of opposi-
tion to bourbonism is enthused.”2 Mississippi’s Greenback Party, whose mem-
bers were almost exclusively white, had drawn only 5 percent of the vote in 1880. 
While most of their demands did not address the specific concerns of African 
Americans, their support for a “free ballot and a fair count” was in sharp contrast 
to Democratic attacks on black political rights. By joining with Greenbackers, 
black Republicans would be poised to go on the electoral offensive.3

John R. Lynch, a former slave and two-term congressman who fought to 
ensure passage of the 1875 Civil Rights Act banning discrimination in pub-
lic accommodations, helped to engineer the Republican-Greenback coalition. 
Lynch and other African Americans had seized the opportunity to work with 
white independents to push for electoral reform. As the Gazette observed: “If 
the fusion between the Republicans, Greenbackers, and Independents in Mis-
sissippi succeeds, we may look for an awakening . . . They fight for a free ballot 
and a fair count.”4 As election day approached, the Bourbon’s Daily Democrat
launched a series of editorials deriding Lynch as a “clever little didapper darkey”; 
over the next weeks, the attacks in the Democratic press mounted.5 Republicans 
and Greenbackers were soon tarred with the same brush as the “miscegenation 
alias republican-greenback ticket”—race-mixing language used to instill a sense 
of white solidarity against those who would dare oppose Democratic rule.6

The specter of “Black Republicanism” had loomed large in the consciousness 
of Mississippi Democrats throughout the summer and fall of 1881. By the day of 
the election—November 8, 1881—the stage was set: a sheriff ’s posse in Meridian 
had gathered as a show of force to intimidate fusion voters. The white posse grew 
to nearly one hundred men, which was soon matched by the same number of 
African Americans who came to protect fusion voters. A pitched battle for the 
ballot began.7 Shots were first fired near a downtown polling site. The fighting 
soon moved to nearby Marion, alongside the Sowashee Creek. African Ameri-
cans were outnumbered and outgunned; some were able to escape on horseback. 
One group, however, “entrenched themselves in the house of [Ed] Vance, their 
leader, in which several more lives were lost,” reported the Gazette. Surrounded 
by the sheriff ’s posse, the black men “fought desperately all day.”8 In the end, they 
and their fusion candidates were defeated; their resistance destroyed. During the 
battle, the sheriff had been injured; five white men lay dead in the aftermath. The 
number of African American casualties went unreported.9
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Battles over the ballot were waged elsewhere in Mississippi, albeit in less violent 
form, but with equal political impact on statewide returns. The state Democratic 
Party claimed victory by some 25,000 votes. Nevertheless, the Republican-
Greenback coalition received 10,000 more votes in 1881 than the total number 
of votes received in the previous election when Republicans and Greenbackers 
ran separately against the “party of the fathers.” The Republican Spellman, who 
received 49,021 votes, trailed the rest of the statewide ticket by only 1,000 votes, 
strongly suggesting that both black and white voters supported him.10 Fearing the 
electoral prospects of the Republican-Greenback coalition, Democrats exercised 
lethal force. As one Democratic editor pithily observed, “The Democratic party 
[in] the South is something more than a mere political organization . . . It is a 
white man’s party, organized to maintain white supremacy and prevent a repeti-
tion of the destructive rule of ignorant negroes and unscrupulous whites”—the 
“repetition” being Reconstruction.11

Revolutionary strides in black civil and political rights were made during 
the early period of Reconstruction, which began in 1863 and ended in 1877. As 
Union forces advanced and took control of Confederate-held territory during 
the Civil War, the federal government, under Republican control, took measures 
to rebuild not only the South’s infrastructure but its political institutions. The 
federal government would establish pro-Union state governments in the South, 
provide aid to war refugees (through the Freedman’s Bureau), and through an 
infusion of capital and credit help rebuild the roads, buildings, and other trans-
portation and communication services that had been destroyed in the region in 
the course of the war. During this period, Radical Republicans pushed for the 
passage of the abolition of slavery (1865), the extension of citizenship to all Afri-
can Americans (1868), and adult black male suffrage (1870) in the Thirteenth, 
Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution; these amend-
ments were strengthened by a series of Civil Rights Acts between 1866 and 1875. 
The region and period also saw the first public school system established, and the 
accumulation of small plots of land among African Americans. However, much 
of the more substantial land that was initially promised to African Americans 
was either never given or, when secured, stripped away soon after the war.12

Black communities collectively created an array of organizations in the wake 
of the Civil War—including black churches, fraternal orders, and benevolent 
associations. Spurred by these organizations, and charged politically by Union 
Leagues (a pro-Republican organization) and calls made by a variety of state 
and regional black conferences in the late 1860s and 1870s, Reconstruction saw 
a dramatic expansion of black electoral participation in the South. During this 
period, African Americans exerted a considerable measure of power—including 
repealing Black Codes designed to undercut black economic autonomy, shifting 
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the tax base from poll taxes to property taxes, and forming the ranks of armed 
black militias. Over two thousand African Americans would hold public offices 
during the period, with hundreds more white Republican allies being elected 
to offices with black support. By the mid-1870s, however, federal enforcement 
of Reconstruction policies began to falter as the nation sank into an economic 
depression.13

Within four years of the “Panic of 1873” (a depression caused in part by the 
collapse in the value of railroad securities), the price of cotton fell by nearly 50 
percent and sources of credit in the South evaporated. Northern political com-
mitment to Reconstruction waned as southern Republicans were increasingly 
forced to defend themselves against Democratic accusations of mismanagement 
and corruption. African Americans became the targets of roving bands of white 
terrorists allied to the southern Democratic Party; Republican leaders—black 
and white—were physically intimidated, assaulted, and even assassinated. Mean-
while, moves were made within southern Republican leadership circles to mar-
ginalize and then purge “Negro” elements (which included white sympathizers) 
from their ranks. Within this context, expectations about what Reconstruction 
could accomplish were steadily lowered and eventually abandoned altogether.

The end of Reconstruction came with the departure of the last federal troops 
from South Carolina and Louisiana as a result of the Compromise of 1877. In a 
political deal negotiated between the Democratic and Republican parties over 
contested electoral college votes in the 1876 presidential election between Repub-
lican Rutherford Hayes and Democrat Samuel Tilden, the Republicans took the 
presidency in exchange for Democrats resuming control of the South by allow-
ing the withdrawal of the remaining federal troops from the region.14 The end 
of Reconstruction meant the end of protection against violations of civil and 
political rights. It also meant the end of federal and state Republican patron-
age for African Americans. While patronage assisted only a relatively few people 
directly, the social impact of patronage was key for black communities as a whole. 
Daily issues faced by African Americans, from road repair to criminal justice, 
were more likely to be addressed equitably with African Americans holding local 
offices and administrative positions than they would be under white Democratic 
appointees. The loss of federal protection and patronage signaled a new period, 
one in which African Americans would have little political or legal recourse to 
counter a range of abuses and crimes: exorbitant interest rates and fees, the depri-
vation of wages, beatings, harassment, and even murder.15

The end of Reconstruction saw Republican legislators and officeholders sys-
tematically, sometimes brutally removed from office by Democrats who sought 
to “redeem” the South from Republican authority. These Redeemers, as they came 
to be known, equally terrorized local black populations through “rifle clubs” and 
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paramilitary organizations such as the White Leagues and the Red Shirts, which 
served as adjuncts of the Democratic Party.16 Led by white planters, Democrats 
took office and reasserted their antebellum privileges and prerogatives. They 
would now do so as the “Southern Democracy”— the network of courts, banks, 
militias, sheriffs, and newspapers supporting redemption. Helping to ensure their 
control over black labor and much of the southern political economy was the 
system of sharecropping—a new economic arrangement in the region as a whole. 
Under the new system, sharecroppers owed a “share” of their crop to landlords 
after each harvest, although cash rents were sometimes collected; in practice, the 
system led to debt peonage.

Economic dependency resulting from obstacles and abuses faced by Afri-
can Americans in trying to secure their own land lay at the crux of black dis-
empowerment both during the latter part of and following Reconstruction.17

In a predominantly agrarian society, ownership of land guaranteed a degree of 
autonomy. In spite of major advances made in black political representation dur-
ing Reconstruction, the growth of sharecropping—leading to black dependence 
on white landowners—undermined and then derailed that progress. Former 
slaves were legally free yet (in practice) sharecropping mimicked economic and 
social aspects of previous slave/master relations. With the best land increasingly 
monopolized by white farmers, debt induced by the system of sharecropping 
gripped millions of landless men and women. In an environment where casting 
one’s ballot was neither secret nor discreet, the system ended up politically tying 
African Americans to those to whom they were in debt.

Sharecropping emerged when confiscated land had been placed back into the 
hands of wealthier white southerners following the Civil War. In 1865, the Freed-
man’s Bureau controlled over 850,000 acres of “abandoned land.” Much of that 
land, however, was returned to white plantation owners under Lincoln’s succes-
sor, Andrew Johnson.18 On the surface, sharecropping appeared to be a kind of 
economic compromise between white planters, who were determined to control 
black labor, and African Americans, who needed land to live. Black sharecrop-
pers, like their white counterparts, however, shouldered the bulk of the burden 
of the inequitable arrangement.19

Sharecroppers borrowed money or credit from their landlords against future 
harvests to purchase tools, seed, fertilizer, and other supplies. But landlords 
and “furnishing merchants” (often one and the same people) demanded grossly 
inflated interest rates and costs for supplies. Related to sharecropping was the 
increased use of crop liens by small landholders. These were claims on future 
crops as a guarantee for supplies bought on credit. Like sharecroppers, small 
landholders using crop liens to receive supplies did so at a high cost. In the Cot-
ton Belt, the more farmers concentrated on growing cotton, the more it glutted 
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the market and drove prices down, adding to the financial crisis. Poor harvests, 
costly supplies, and false accounting, in conjunction with high interest rates and 
falling crop prices, often combined to form insurmountable debt among small 
farmers and sharecroppers.

One rural black family after another became ensnared in the system of share-
cropping. By 1880 in Georgia already 44 percent of farms were being worked 
by tenants while the rest were owner-cultivated.20 A decade later that number 
increased almost an additional 10 percent. In a state where African Americans 
comprised well over 40 percent of the population, a direct correlation could 
be made: the higher the percentage of black people in a county, the higher the 
percentage of tenant arrangements. While the trend in Georgia was evident 
throughout most of the South, there were exceptions: in parts of Virginia the 
level of black tenancy and sharecropping remained approximately the same 
between 1880 and 1890; in Granville County, North Carolina, black-owned farms 
increased between 1872 and 1898. But for every black sharecropper, there were at 
least two African Americans who worked for low wages on farms or carried out 
other agrarian-related wage labor.21 Agricultural workers were usually the most 
vulnerable of all rural groups with their livelihood being dependent upon the 
vagaries of white planters, creditors, and merchants. Thomas Hall, a former slave 
from North Carolina interviewed at the age of eighty-one, recalled the plight of 
African Americans: “[We] still had to depend on the Southern white man for 
work, food, and clothing, and he held us, through our necessity and want, in a 
state of servitude but little better than slavery.”22

Black landowners who were financially independent were only a small per-
centage of the rural population. During the two decades following the collapse 
of Reconstruction, the adult population of African Americans in the rural 
South could be grouped into three categories: small landowners (approximately 
144,000 people, or 8 percent of the African American population); sharecrop-
pers (464,000, or 27 percent); and agrarian laborers (1,170,000, or 65 percent). 
In other words, upwards of 92 percent of adult African Americans were land-
less.23 As Postel notes regarding black sharecroppers, “Dependent on landowners 
for housing, supplies, and mules, [they] usually owed their share of cotton well 
before harvest and might not even touch money from one season to the next.”24

Among African Americans who did own a few acres of land, it was usually not 
enough to be commercially self-sustaining, forcing them into either sharecrop-
ping arrangements or seasonal forms of wage labor. In 1890 only 7.1 percent of 
the rural black adult population owned the land on which they worked (approxi-
mately 121,000 people).25 Economic pressures in the New South were such that 
even commercial black landowners had to struggle to make ends meet. As a cor-
respondent for the Progressive Farmer noted in the fall of 1890, Willie Best of 
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North Carolina, “probably one of the wealthiest colored men in Wayne county” 
with some thirty acres of land, netted less than $100 annually from cotton farm-
ing.26 Given these conditions, it is not surprising that many African Americans, 
if and when they could, left the land they lived and worked on in search of better 
opportunities.27

In the wake of Reconstruction, tens of thousands of African Americans in the 
rural South set out to find better economic conditions. They migrated to urban 
centers, to western and northern lands within the South, or out of the region 
altogether. Seeking more promising opportunities—if not a Promised Land—
entire black communities of “exodusters” followed people like Benjamin “Pap” 
Singleton, a former slave from Tennessee, to new settlements. Between 1879 and 
1881 at least 20,000 African Americans migrated to Kansas alone.28 The U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau would list 48,929 African Americans migrating from the South to 
the Midwest and North between 1870 and 1880. Tens of thousands of men and 
women also migrated within the South (for instance, from North Carolina to 
Texas).29 Overseas migration, such as efforts to settle in Liberia, were consider-
ably less successful. Between 1877 and 1880, fewer than 400 African Americans 
made the voyage to West Africa.30 Economic hardship was among the princi-
pal reasons for migration. Recurring crop failures in South Carolina in 1881, 
for instance, led to mass migration from that state to Arkansas. In response to 
oppressive labor conditions, African Americans in North Carolina threatened 
to “depopulate” parts of the state.31 As one contemporary observer noted, “The 
migrating negroes complained that their efforts for ten years to obtain a living 
and improve their condition had failed on account of the exorbitant rents and 
prices of provisions.” He went on, “their political rights were denied them, their 
ballots not counted, and they were not even permitted to sign petitions against 
passage of the stock law, which would make existence impossible for them.”32

Whether moving within the United States or some even going abroad, the 
impulse among African Americans to relocate was driven as much by economic 
conditions as it was by political repression.33 State constitutional conventions 
held by Redeemer-run governments in the period following Reconstruction were 
organized to consolidate Democratic power by stripping African Americans’ civil 
and political rights. African Americans, in turn, met in conventions to determine 
which courses of action to pursue. One convention held in New Orleans on April 
17, 1879, brought together two hundred black men and women to discuss migra-
tion as a possible solution to the economic and political marginalization of their 
communities. Pickney B. S. Pinchback, the former black Republican governor of 
Louisiana, who initially opposed the Kansas Exodus, addressed the convention. 
Speaking to the assembly, he asked why so many people wanted to leave the area. 
“The answer,” he later said, “was that they were starving; that they were swindled; 
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[and] that they were afraid of the [outcome of the Democratic Party-controlled] 
Constitutional Convention.” Pinchback would use his newspaper, the Louisi-
anan, to encourage migration.34 For most African Americans, however, leaving 
home was untenable, as financial debt and personal obligations kept them from 
moving, at least in the short term. Nevertheless, African Americans did spread 
the call for migration through local organizations, including churches, planta-
tion councils, militia district clubs, schoolhouses, and benevolent associations.35

Some African Americans, however, unwilling or unable to leave their com-
munities or homes behind, pursued electoral coalitions with white independents 
to challenge Democratic authority. In doing so, they risked not only economic 
reprisal, but also physical assault, as events surrounding the 1881 election in Mis-
sissippi made plain.

African Americans faced a reconstituted and formidable Democratic Party 
in the New South. Democrats engaged in various forms of electoral fraud (bal-
lot-stuffing, miscounting, and denying votes with no legal cause) were willing 
to use violence at almost any point to maintain their political authority.36 Eco-
nomic dependency—with rising debt, poor wages, and lack of capital—had left 
the rural poor susceptible to Democratic manipulation and coercion. This de 
facto erosion of political and civil rights would lead some African Americans to 
seek out white independents as allies in the electoral arena. Black voters in the 
North had done so in the antebellum period, beginning in 1840 with the Liberty 
Party; African Americans, this time in the South, would do so with the Green-
back Party.

In 1875, African Americans were among those who helped to establish the 
Greenback Party. That year, black delegates led by C. W. Thompson of the Vir-
ginia Tobacco Laborers’ Union traveled to Cleveland, Ohio, for what would be 
the party’s founding convention.37 Although predominantly white in their com-
position, the Greenback and Greenback Labor parties offered hope to black farm-
ers. In the South, where money was particularly scarce, Greenbackers called for 
greater printing and circulation of “greenbacks” (paper dollars) to ease debt. The 
contraction of paper currency favored creditors, who stood to lose if there were 
to be greater circulation and therefore inflation. The country’s severe contraction 
of the money supply, which was based on a gold standard (and was limited by 
virtue of the supply of gold), was compounded by it being largely concentrated 
in the hands of lenders. In the decades following the Civil War, the opening of 
vast silver veins, such as Nevada’s Comstock Lode, greatly increased the supply 
of silver in the nation and aided the Greenbackers’ cause.38

Following the first national Greenback convention held in Cleveland, Afri-
can Americans in Texas began to meet with white independents in order to 
launch their state’s Greenback Party. Black Greenbackers in Texas would play 
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a particularly important role in helping to ensure the party’s commitment to 
improve education and oppose disfranchisement.39 Among the forty delegates 
at the first convention of Greenback clubs held in Austin on March 12, 1878, at 
least ten of the delegates were black. Delegates adopted a platform asserting “The 
object of our republican government is to protect alike the rights of every indi-
vidual in the union, irrespective of section, State, riches, poverty, race, color or 
creed”—in effect, a call for further black recruitment into the party.40

The presence of Greenbackers in Texas grew significantly over the course 
of 1878. By August of that year, a statewide Greenback Labor Party conven-
tion brought together representatives from 482 chapters, of which 70 were all-
black chapters. African Americans would constitute the majority of Greenback 
chapters in several east Texas counties. In the November mid-term election, 
over 56,000 black and white voters cast their ballot for Greenbackers, includ-
ing those from predominantly black counties. Greenbackers and Republicans—
the former being predominantly identified as white, the latter as black—would 
maximize their support by fusing (running a shared candidate, or slate of candi-
dates for office). Fusion allowed African Americans who were either unwilling 
or unsure of leaving the Republican Party to gain political leverage. By joining 
forces with Greenbackers, candidates with African American endorsements won 
several local and statewide offices.41 Beyond voting, African Americans contin-
ued to participate in conventions with Greenbackers; up to 20 black delegates 
attended the Greenback Party’s state convention in 1881.42 The following year, 
black Republicans and white independents in east Texas—where independent 
politics and black participation were greatest in the state—won a series of local 
offices through fusion. The black and independent coalition, however, was short-
lived as Democrats soon drove coalition members out of office or out of electoral 
politics altogether.43

In neighboring Alabama, the Greenback Party served similarly as the politi-
cal nexus of disaffected black and white farmers and laborers in the late 1870s. 
In northern Alabama, black sharecroppers and former white Whigs in Lawrence 
County established a Greenback Party and ran a fusion slate with Republicans.44

As in other states to the North, the Greenback Party became closely associated 
with labor organizations, specifically the Knights of Labor. In the district of 
Birmingham, African Americans formed their own separate Greenback Labor 
clubs and became part of a short-lived black and independent coalition—despite 
widespread violence and intimidation. Violence was directed not only toward 
African Americans. The Greenback Labor Party’s 1880 gubernatorial candidate, 
Reverend James Madison Pickens—a Confederate veteran and Disciples of 
Christ preacher—decried massive election fraud on the part of the Democratic 
Party when election returns revealed that he had been defeated by over three-
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quarters of the vote (a lopsided defeat, given the strength of the party in the 
state). By February 1881, the outspoken white candidate was found shot dead. 
A black Republican observer noted that the defeat of Greenback Labor candi-
dates was the result of “every species of fraud that depraved human ingenuity 
could devise.” Still, twenty-two Greenbackers (including several “Independents”), 
mostly from northern Alabama, were elected to office in 1882. At least one of 
the Greenback-Independents who took a seat in the state assembly was African 
American. Williams (no first name listed) was from Madison County, where the 
voting population was evenly divided between black and white voters.45

African Americans were active in Greenback circles in small pockets else-
where in the South. For instance, in Arkansas, particularly in Little Rock, African 
Americans played an important role in the Greenback Labor Party, which fused 
with the Republican Party.46 In South Carolina, some fifteen African Americans 
were elected to the state assembly through an alliance between the Republican 
and Greenback parties in 1882.47 Such black and independent partnerships pro-
duced a spike in political support for independent candidates across much of the 
South. Between 31 and 52 percent of voters in Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Mis-
sissippi, and Texas cast their ballot for independent and third-party candidates 
between 1880 and 1884 (including “Independent,” Greenback, and Readjuster 
candidates).48

In supporting white independents—be it individual independent candidates 
or parties (Greenback or Greenback Labor) or in fusion bids (via the Repub-
lican Party)—African Americans were leveraging white political discontent to 
challenge the Democratic Party. While Democrats crushed most of their chal-
lengers, at least one black and independent alliance temporarily seized power 
at the state level. Under the leadership of William Mahone (a veteran of the 
Confederate army, known as “Little Billy”) poor black and white farmers in Vir-
ginia came together in the Readjustment Party. They wanted to “readjust” the 
lingering Civil War and Reconstruction bonded debt downwards. In 1879, rid-
ing a wave of political discontent, the independents took over their state’s leg-
islature; two years later, they took over the governor’s office. Ironically, because 
Reconstruction was less extensive in Virginia than in other states farther south, 
the independent upsurge produced less of a reaction among Redeemers. There 
in the Old Dominion—a former slave-holding bastion where African Ameri-
cans comprised approximately 42 percent of the population—independents 
could compete in the electoral arena with less fear of violent reprisal.49 Virginia’s 
Readjusters demanded that the burden of debt be shifted from individuals onto 
corporations; they wanted to see the poll tax eliminated, an increase in funding 
for public education, and protection of voting rights for African Americans (on 
whom white coalition partners depended for votes). When Readjusters swept 
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into power in 1879, policy changes followed that directly and positively affected 
African Americans: the poll tax was removed, black schools were established, and 
the “whipping post,” a grisly reminder of slavery, was abolished.50

By 1879, the Greenback Labor Party had sent three Greenbackers from the 
South to Congress. But the independent and fusion efforts of the late 1870s and 
early 1880s, which included a sprinkling of victories, were not to last. Democrats 
quickly moved in to contain the challenges to their authority.51 Just as violence 
was used in Mississippi in 1881 to suppress the black and independent Repub-
lican-Greenback coalition from exerting its numbers at the polls, Democrats 
came after African Americans and their white allies elsewhere in the South. 
Those who voted with the Greenback Labor Party in Louisiana and South Caro-
lina were targeted with particular vengeance. The New York Times ominously 
reported that in Louisiana “colored men have been given to understand that 
they must vote for the Democratic candidates or take the consequences”; two 
African Americans scheduled to testify before a grand jury regarding the “elec-
tion troubles” were abducted on the way to court and lynched by a mob. In 
neighboring South Carolina, other voters and candidates were harassed, beaten, 
and killed by Red Shirt companies.52

Redeemers must have felt vindicated in their use of violence when the federal 
government made clear its unwillingness to redress the injustices taking place 
in the South. The October 15, 1883, U.S. Supreme Court ruling which stated that 
the Civil Rights Act of 1875 was unconstitutional, gave southern Democrats legal 
fodder. The highest court in the land had effectively decided that the Fourteenth 
Amendment did not forbid citizens, only states, from discriminating against peo-
ple based on race.53 The decision to strike down a fundamental feature of federal 
protection of black civil and political rights sent a clear message: African Ameri-
cans could be treated as second-class citizens in both practice and the law.

Independent politics would be temporarily crushed. Between 1878 and 1881 
African Americans had worked with Greenbackers in Mississippi, Texas, Ala-
bama, Arkansas, Louisiana, and South Carolina (or in the case of Virginia, form-
ing the Readjustment Party). The Republican-Greenback fusion efforts would 
foreshadow an explosion of independent electoral activity within several years. 
African Americans would return to independent politics, but with stronger orga-
nization. As the historian Matthew Hild notes, the Alliances and the Knights, 
among other associations, “would provide the organization and mobilization of 
farmers and laborers in the region [during the middle to late 1880s] that was 
largely lacking during the Greenback era.”54

In the mid-1880s growing numbers of black farmers, sharecroppers, and 
agrarian workers began forming economic cooperatives where they pooled 
their resources, educated themselves in better farming techniques, and banned 
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together to demand better wages. A series of droughts, mounting debt, and poor 
wages had combined to devastate rural black communities across the South. 
Both small landholding farmers and sharecroppers were increasingly vulnerable 
to eroding prices for crops that faced foreign competition (notably, Egyptian, 
Brazilian, and East Indian–grown cotton); wages for agrarian labor continued 
to decline along with commodity prices; compounding this vulnerability to the 
market were the extortionist and discriminatory practices of the southern “fur-
nishing merchant”—often the only local source of credit, tools, seed, and other 
necessities. It was in this context that African Americans gravitated toward coop-
eration and other forms of collective support in their communities. By the mid-
1880s, the contours of Black Populism were beginning to appear through the 
formation of a series of agrarian-based organizations; fundamental to these new 
organizations, which included both farmer and sharecropper associations and 
labor unions, were the bases of support out of which they grew—most notably, 
the black churches.

The Black Baptist and African Methodist Episcopalian (AME) churches were 
not only seedbeds of African American political activity from the antebellum era 
through Reconstruction, but also provided much of the organizational impetus 
and leadership that would help develop Black Populism. Many of the movement’s 
most important leaders were Christian ministers—including Walter A. Pattillo of 
North Carolina, Henry S. Doyle of Georgia, John B. Rayner of Texas, and John 
L. Moore of Florida. With so many African Americans receiving their initial 
leadership training first in the “invisible institution,” and then openly following 
Emancipation, black churches became staging grounds for Black Populism.55

Most African Americans in the nation were Christian. However, some scholars, 
most prominently, Michael Gomez, contend that there was a degree of Islamic 
presence in the life of southern black communities, whether cultural in form or 
explicitly religious in practice—and as diminished as that presence might have 
been by the latter half of the nineteenth century.56 Larger still was the presence 
of syncretic spiritual practices that incorporated Christian beliefs. This was the 
“hoodoo and voodoo, an underground world of peasant cosmology” in south-
ern African American culture, as described by Tiffany Patterson.57 Christianity, 
whether of the Black Baptist or AME variations, however, dominated black reli-
gious life in the South. These black churches would serve as critical communica-
tion hubs, meeting places and sites for the dissemination of information within 
African American culture and society; they were instrumental in maintaining 
morale, providing material support, and nurturing the communities out of which 
post-Emancipation leadership would emerge.58

Drawing upon biblical images ranging from Exodus of the Old Testament 
to concepts of freedom in Paul’s epistles in the New Testament, black ministers 
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“eschewed the line between sacred and profane when it came to politics.”59 For 
African Americans, the church was the central social and political institution in 
the black community—the primary public sphere for black men and women. In 
the churches, African Americans found and practiced what Bishop Daniel A. 
Payne of the AME Church described in 1886 as “the freedom of thought, free-
dom of speech, [and] freedom of action.”60 By 1890, there were over 1.3 million 
black Baptists in the South. This was three times as many as any other Chris-
tian denomination; the AME churches claimed membership of 310,000 in the 
South, while the AME Zion church counted 366,000 members.61 Black women, 
comprising the majority of the African American population, also constituted 
the majority of members.62 Among these women, selected “church mothers” and 
“gospel mothers” led the day-to-day activities of their congregations. As a result, 
they were intimately involved in the recruitment and training of cadre—collec-
tively constituting a skilled mobilization force to move the black community to 
action when necessary. As the historian Steven Hahn observes, black churches 
“unif[ied] rural African Americans across district and county lines [and to] this 
extent, they were by definition political institutions.”63

At least one in three African Americans was a member of a black church in 
the South.64 Through these black churches, congregants learned about local, 
state, and national issues. News was discussed and newspapers were read aloud, 
especially for the benefit of members who were illiterate (in 1880, black illiteracy 
rates ranged from 70 to 82 percent in the South).65 And while some ministers 
attempted to steer clear of electoral politics, many viewed their role, and that of 
their congregation, as an essential part of black political struggle; for some it was 
a sacred responsibility. The official policy of the AME was to regard politics as an 
“imperative duty”; Baptists left political initiatives to their individual congrega-
tions to decide. According to Hahn, “The churches did not simply open their 
doors to the world of politics; they assimilated politics into their very rhythms of 
worship and community life.”66 In a fundamental sense, therefore, Black Popu-
lism was an outgrowth of black evangelical life, extending “Christian American 
freedom,” in which lines of distinction between republican citizenship and reli-
gious conviction were blurred.67

For at least some African Americans, Black Populism, and its principal orga-
nizations in the 1880s and 1890s—the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, followed by the 
People’s Party—were discussed in religious terms, forming part of an evangelical 
drive to reform society. As the historian Joe Creech describes:

[E]vangelicals worshipped a God who, through “moral governance,” was inti-
mately involved in human affairs though guiding people to obey divine laws 
of morality, economics, and human government; and while the ultimate end 
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of evangelicals . . . was eternal life in the arms of Jesus, for most that hope 
also included the establishment of Christ’s visible rule on earth through 
human initiative, otherwise known as the millennium. In the Alliance and 
People’s Party, the political and economic goals of Populism fused with evan-
gelicals goals of salvation and the establishment of the millennium (and in the 
case of the millennium, many Populists made Christ’s earthly reign actually 
contingent on those Populist reforms). The result was a movement imbued 
with a religious fervor to match the ultimate, eschatological certainty and 
seriousness of the ideals and hopes that propelled it.68 (emphasis added)

A new generation of post-Reconstruction black leadership had begun to 
assert itself in the mid-1880s. African Americans born in the decade before the 
Civil War who were old enough to have experienced the promise of Emancipa-
tion and the collapse of Reconstruction began to create local organizations in 
order to foster solidarity and economic cooperation within their communities. 
By 1886, a new movement was visible through a confluence of agrarian-based 
organizations in Alabama, North Carolina, South Carolina, Florida, Louisiana, 
and Texas. These included the Colored Agricultural Wheels, the Knights of 
Labor, the Cooperative Workers of America, the Colored Farmers’ Union, and 
the Colored Farmers’ Alliance. Thousands of African Americans would soon be 
participating in what became a regional movement encompassing broad net-
works of like-minded agrarian-based organizations. Black Populism spread at 
varying rates, its development shaped by social, political, and economic factors 
on the ground.

At root, Black Populists promoted the political and economic welfare of rural 
African Americans. They were “populist” by virtue of their opposition to planter, 
business, and political authorities and elites; their demands for economic and 
political reforms reflected their various constituents: farmers, sharecroppers, and 
agrarian workers. Regarding agrarian workers, Black Populists called for higher 
wages and the establishment of a national bureau of labor to oversee labor abuses. 
In the case of farmers and sharecroppers, Black Populists demanded overturn-
ing discriminatory stock laws, enacting a single tax on property, and creating 
government controls on land speculation, regional trading exchanges, and fed-
eral agricultural loan programs (the “subtreasury plan”). Black Populists made 
still other demands that cut across the black community as a whole: an end to 
lynching, the convict-lease system, and separate coach-boxes; they also wanted 
the inclusion of black jurors in cases involving black defendants, and, later, an 
equitable electoral process, including the secret ballot and county elections (as 
opposed to governor-appointed positions).
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By the early 1890s, Black Populism included at least several hundred thousand 
adherents—men and women who affiliated with one of a number of organiza-
tions that gave expression to the movement. Predictably, retribution by white 
planters and merchants for the actions of these African Americans was severe. 
This was the case during the Louisiana Sugar Plantation Strike of 1887, the Leflore 
County, Mississippi, boycott in 1889, the Cotton Pickers’ Strike in Arkansas in 
1891, and during the mobilization of black voters in North Carolina in 1894. 
And while Black Populism was principally a black-led movement, several white 
leaders may be counted among its ranks. In this it was reminiscent of earlier 
movements that brought together black and white organizers—the Abolitionist 
movement of the 1830s and 1840s, and Reconstruction in the 1860s and early 
1870s.69 Black Populism would also foreshadow later movements, from the black 
sharecroppers’ movement in the 1930s to the modern civil rights movement of 
the 1950s and 1960s.70

Like the broad masses of rural black southerners, most of whom were land-
less or held only small amounts of land, Black Populism’s base of support largely 
comprised the poorest black farmers and agrarian laborers in the region. In 
the words of one of the first scholars to focus on African Americans and Popu-
lism, Girard Bryant, “The movement was born in the poorest section of the 
United States . . . [and] the poorest of the poor in the South were Negroes.”71

Many of the movement’s leaders, however, either occupied well-regarded posi-
tions of authority in the community, such as ministers or teachers, or were small 
property-owning farmers with enough land to hire others to work. The presi-
dent of the national Colored Farmers’ Alliance, Jacob John Shuffer, for instance, 
despite having been born into slavery in Louisiana, would acquire 235 acres of 
the Lopez League in Texas by 1887; moreover, at least seven of the sixteen found-
ing members of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, all of whom were black or listed 
as “mulatto,” held property themselves or belonged to landowning families.72

Divisions within the black movement became apparent as its ranks grew. Dis-
putes, which primarily arose over specific tactics, tended to fall along class lines. 
In the early 1890s, small black landowners opposed the use of strikes by black 
agrarian laborers. There were other divisions. In areas where there was already 
a relatively strong black Republican presence, there was disagreement over 
whether or not a third party should be formed or supported. African Americans 
also came into conflict with white Populists during the Lodge Bill controversy, 
regarding federal oversight of elections, and during the regionwide Cotton Pick-
ers’ Strike—both in 1891. But when the interests of black and white Populists 
coincided, African Americans did support the latter’s initiatives—such as coop-
erative exchanges or the subtreasury loan program.73
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Direct opposition to the movement came not only from white planters and 
merchants but also from other African Americans. In Georgia, North Carolina, 
and Texas, some black Republican leaders opposed measures taken by Black 
Populists for fear of losing local power. However, it was white planters and mer-
chants, threatened by black-led boycotts, strikes, and elections (whether through 
fusion, running third-party candidates, or supporting insurgents or individual 
independents) who mounted the greatest and most vicious opposition.

Redeemers drove a wedge between black and white southerners by invok-
ing the specter of “social equality between the races.” In 1886 the Charleston 
News and Courier, echoing the Daily Democrat in Mississippi several years ear-
lier, charged: “Social equality means miscegenation . . . [leaving] the Southern 
country in the possession of a nation of mongrels and hybrids.”74 Similarly, the 
threat of “Negro rule”—the myth fabricated by Redeemers that during Recon-
struction white southerners had been subject to black domination—was pro-
moted throughout the white press to frighten its readers. As the historian Melton 
McLaurin notes regarding resistance to independent black organizing, “[white] 
opposition always resorted to two basic issues—economic interests and social 
mores. [The] organization of blacks threatened whites in both areas. Of the two, 
economic interests aroused the most violent opposition. And, as has always been 
the case in the South, social mores were manipulated to serve economic ends.”75

With few exceptions during Reconstruction, African Americans were in fact 
only a minority of the electorate and elected (or appointed) public officials in the 
South. Nevertheless, the alleged “threat” toward white southerners was used in 
the late 1880s and early 1890s to demonize and further marginalize Black Popu-
lists by conjuring up distorted images of Reconstruction. As Reverend John L. 
Moore, the leader of the Florida Colored Farmers’ Alliance observed in 1891, 
“let the Negro speak once, and what do you hear? Antagonizing the races, Negro 
uprising, Negro domination, etc. Anything to keep the [white] reading public 
hostile toward the Negro.”76 The notion of “Negro domination” was the false 
claim that African Americans ruled over the white population during Recon-
struction. However, not all white southerners took the bait. As an editor of the 
white Alliance’s Southern Mercury, commenting on the “trick” of the alleged 
threat, noted, “[The] same old cry of Negro domination that has been made to 
do service so many times before . . . is too transparent this time.”77 Such warn-
ings against “social equality” or of imminent “Negro rule” were accompanied by 
other forms of intimidation, including threat of violence and outright assaults—
political responses to the growth of Black Populism.

At issue was the Redeemers’ dominance over the majority of the population in 
the South. For all the legal, political, economic, and paramilitary strength wielded 
by the white planter and merchant class, the formation of black and white 
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alliances threatened their authority and, therefore, control over labor; the South-
ern Democracy rested on dividing the region’s poor and working class. For their 
part, African Americans sought allies across the color line: As the black Knights 
of Labor leader Frank J. Ferrell pointed out, the movement against Redeemer 
rule sought the “abolition of those distinctions which are maintained by creed 
or color.”78 The movement, which consisted of a post-Reconstruction generation 
of African Americans, would take visible form in the creation of black agrarian 
organizations.

The Colored Agricultural Wheels were among the first organizational 
expressions of Black Populism in the mid-1880s. Dedicated to the economic 
improvement of black farmers, Colored Wheels helped to facilitate cooperative 
enterprises, such as food stores, and used their collective bargaining power to 
try to purchase farming implements from manufacturers at the lowest prices 
possible.79 The first Colored Wheels were formed in 1886—a year that also saw 
the formation of the Cooperative Workers of America in South Carolina, the 
Colored Farmers’ Alliance in Texas, and an expansion of the Knights of Labor 
across the Upper South. And just as the Greenback and Greenback Labor parties 
in the late 1870s served as independent political precedents for the People’s Party 
in the early 1890s, so too would the Colored Wheels have their precedents in the 
late 1870s and early 1880s: Texas had the Colored Farmers’ Association and the 
Dallas-based Colored State Grange; Tennessee, like Texas, also had a Colored 
Grange; meanwhile several “Negro Alliances” were formed in Arkansas.80

In terms of the Colored Granges, as early as 1867 white farmers began to orga-
nize themselves into the Order of Patrons of Husbandry (a.k.a. the Grange), a 
fraternal order which sought to improve the economic conditions of farmers 
through education and the pooling of resources. Granges thrived across the 
North and South. Several Colored Granges were formed, but details on them 
are scant. It appears that African Americans saw an opportunity to work with 
white farmers for mutual benefit but may have been reluctant to invest in their 
development; for a generation emerging out of slavery and white social, political, 
and economic domination, African Americans may not have been too eager to 
support organizations that were insufficiently independent of white control.

The white Northern Granges had pushed their southern orders to admit Afri-
can Americans, but it seems with little success. Dudley W. Adams, National Mas-
ter of the National Grange, noted, “The Constitution [of the Grange] is silent 
in regard to color, and only prescribes that applicants must be of good moral 
character, and must be interested in agriculture. If a Grange chooses to admit 
Negroes it may do so, as there is nothing in the Constitution to prohibit it”—the 
notion of African Americans having “good moral character” to be determined by 
white leaders.81 A “Council of Laborers” was formed to attract black farmers to 
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a “separate” organization from the Grange. With few exceptions, however, Afri-
can Americans do not appear to have been particularly interested in working 
with white Grangers. One exception was in Louisiana’s northern uplands, where 
black farmers tried to work with their white counterparts.82 According to an 1873 
newspaper account, “The negroes who were instrumental in forming [this] first 
Grange asked no special favors; they hoped to maintain their standing in the 
order by their voting power. In the meetings, both whites and blacks met together 
on a basis of mutual interest and common defense of the farming classes against 
the political jobbers and monopolists.” The New Orleans Daily Picayune optimis-
tically noted, “[The Grange] seemed sure to settle the difficulty between the two 
races.”83 African Americans were likely a bit less optimistic about the state of race 
relations in Louisiana.

The Colored Wheels picked up elements of what the Colored Granges began 
but did not develop. Like the Colored Granges, and later, the Colored Farmers’ 
Alliances, the Colored Wheels were officially nonpartisan and dedicated to “self-
improvement.” Nevertheless, individual leaders and members of the organiza-
tion ran for public office. Reverend George W. Lowe, a Black Baptist minister and 
president of the Arkansas Colored Wheel, won a seat in his state legislature, as 
would the president of the Texas Colored Farmers’ Alliance, Alex Asberry. Others 
registered their political concerns indirectly. In May 1888, several leaders of the 
Colored Wheel in Arkansas issued a protest when a county fusion ticket of eight 
Republicans and Greenbackers added four Democrats to it. Colored Wheeler M. 
C. Darthord maintained that African Americans were keenly aware of what was 
going on. As he put it, they had “open eyes” to Democratic machinations.84

By the late 1880s, African Americans and their white allies had not only 
formed Colored Wheels in Arkansas, but also had established chapters in Ala-
bama and Tennessee. Colored Wheels were only loosely associated with the 
regionwide, and segregated, white Agricultural Wheel. While most of the records 
on the black order appear through the lens of white leaders, they nevertheless 
reveal important aspects about how the black organization was conceived. J. W. 
Allen, editor of the Alabama State Wheel, saw the Wheel as a chance to create a 
“brotherhood” of black and white agrarian laborers and farmers.85 In 1888, D. A. 
Gibson, the secretary of the Agricultural Wheel in Oakville, Alabama, reported, 
“Our colored wheel was organized with eleven charter members [and since] that 
time, we have increased to thirty-eight members, and are gaining ground.” He 
continued, “[We] are meeting with considerable oppositions, and have some bit-
ter enemies, but we know that our cause is just, and that right will prevail.”86

African Americans expressed enthusiasm for the Wheels, pointing to the 
leveraging power that could be gained by entering into alliances with their white 
counterparts. As George W. Custer, a black leader of the Colored Wheel from 
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Town Creek in northern Alabama urged: “Now wheelers, we have a good oppor-
tunity before us; if we will take advantage. We must unite as a band of brothers, 
all pull one way and after the same thing.”87 Support for the order appeared to 
be widespread in the black community, as all-black chapters began to flourish. 
According to Paul Horton, by mid-April of 1888, “the [Alabama Colored] Wheel’s 
black membership exploded and blacks began to support the State Wheel in 
increasing numbers.”88 Madison County’s Colored Wheel No. 20, which claimed 
250 members, was one of a number of key Wheels organized and led by black 
farmers in the state. Other Colored Wheels in Alabama included chapters 1, 10, 
29, 30, and 76.89

In neighboring Tennessee, members of the Colored Wheel reported news of 
local, county, and state chapters in their publication The Weekly Toiler. In both 
Nashville and Memphis, African Americans bought and sold goods through the 
Wheel’s State Business Agency. In July 1888, Tennessee’s black and white Wheels 
decided to meet in parallel conferences near Clarksville. There, the two organi-
zations held a joint session and exchanged representatives to discuss how they 
could better serve their respective memberships. But even as members of the 
Colored Wheel worked with the white Wheel, African Americans took precau-
tions to maintain their organizational autonomy. James Y. Bernard, president of 
the Tipton County Colored Wheel, and later president of the statewide organi-
zation, insisted on solely deploying African American organizers to set up new 
chapters.90 Presumably, not only would black farmers be more receptive to fellow 
African Americans, but Bernard’s decision to use only black organizers ensured 
the Colored Wheel’s integrity as a black organization. The separate identity and 
status of the Colored Wheels is underscored by the ongoing recruitment of black 
farmers and agrarian laborers in Tennessee and Alabama several years after the 
white Wheels merged with the segregated Southern Farmers’ Alliance in 1888.91

In the course of the various recruitment drives, one black organizer stood out: 
the Reverend George W. Lowe.

Born into slavery in Hardeman County, Tennessee, near Memphis in 1847, 
Lowe escaped from the fields in 1863 and joined the Union army, where he rose 
to become a chief musician.92 He served three years before being discharged in 
1866. Returning to Hardeman, Lowe worked the land before becoming a teacher. 
In 1870 he married Winnie A. Williams. Two years later, the couple moved to 
Marshall County, Mississippi, where Lowe was elected justice of the peace. Fol-
lowing Reconstruction they moved to Arkansas, where Lowe was again elected 
justice of the peace—but declined to serve, dedicating the better part of his time 
and energies to ministering. He served as pastor of the St. James Baptist Church 
in Lamberton from 1883 to 1887, followed by St. Luke’s Church in 1888. That same 
year Lowe was elected president of the newly formed Colored State Agricultural 
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Wheel and as a Monroe County representative to Arkansas’s General Assembly. 
“[R]egarded by all as an able representative,” according to one biographical sketch, 
Lowe was reelected to both positions two years later—a sign of his popularity and 
an indication of the interconnections between black churches and agrarian orga-
nizations in the formation of Black Populism. He won reelection to the assembly 
running on the Union Labor ticket, serving in the state legislature—in total—
from 1888 to 1892.93 During this time, Lowe simultaneously pursued another path 
on behalf of members of his community: emigration. He wrote letters of support 
for some 500 African Americans who wished to emigrate to Liberia. Between 
1890 and 1892 over 3,500 black men and women declared their intention to leave 
Arkansas for West Africa. He offered a succinct reason for this desire to the sec-
retary of the American Colonization Society, William Coppinger. As Lowe wrote 
Coppinger in the fall of 1891, “There is a great restlessness among [my people] on 
accoun [sic] of discriminating laws that are being made.”94 For African Ameri-
cans in Arkansas, as elsewhere in the South, multiple options would be explored 
in responding to increased political and economic marginalization.

One of the most important features in the development of Black Populism in 
the mid- to late 1880s was competition between similar agrarian associations in 
recruiting black farmers and agricultural workers to their orders. Not only did 
such competition reflect the vitality of the movement, but it spurred its growth.95

During the summer months of 1888, organizers of Tennessee’s Colored Wheel 
and the state’s newly formed Colored Farmers’ Alliance, which had entered into 
the western part of Tennessee, vied with one another for new members. The 
Weekly Toiler, which was to be designated the official organ of both the Tennes-
see Colored Wheel and the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, reported that the general 
superintendent of the Tennessee Colored Farmers’ Alliance, C. A. Vaughn, had 
been actively recruiting African Americans throughout that summer. (Vaughn, 
who was white, was replaced after several years as state general superintendent 
by J. W. Brown of Prospect, Tennessee.) Writing from Tipton County on July 
4, Vaughn placed a bold advertisement in the Weekly Toiler: “Wanted—1,000 
white or colored men to organize for the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance 
and Cooperative Union.”96 Two weeks later, the same paper reported that “a 
great many of our [black] brothers belong to both orders [the Colored Farmers’ 
Alliance and the Colored Wheel].”97 As the historian Gerald Gaither notes, “the 
combined movement of the two orders . . . achieved a notable degree of general 
success, reporting 387 Colored Wheels and Alliances by October 1888,” mostly 
in the western and middle part of the state, where cotton production was most 
concentrated.98

While the Tennessee Colored Wheel and Colored Farmers’ Alliance were will-
ing to work with their white counterparts in the state, they were not willing to 
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give up their separate existence. Tipton County Colored Wheel president James 
Y. Bernard, who also served as the organization’s statewide president, was right-
fully accused of not wanting “any white man to know [the] secret work” of the 
black organization. The accusation came from the white Wheel’s leader, John H. 
McDowell, who served as the editor of the Weekly Toiler in Nashville. According 
to the historian Connie Lester, African Americans may have needed the rela-
tively stronger white organization to financially establish and maintain the local 
institutions of cooperative buying and selling. However, the white organization 
needed black support for their reform agenda. African Americans would not be 
swayed into folding their organization into that of their white “brethren,” just as 
white Wheelers would not possibly think of folding into the black organization. 
The fact that they both agreed to racial exclusion from each of their respective 
orders speaks of their distinctive interests (African Americans tended to own less 
land and were therefore in a subordinate economic position to the white lead-
ers of both the Wheel and the Alliance). This uneasy alliance between black and 
white rural reformers continued for years to come.99

Both black Wheels and Alliances were operational until the summer of 1892. 
Only then did their membership begin to languish (as it will be later discussed, 
a trend seen among agrarian organizations throughout the South during the 
movement’s transition toward electoral politics). Beginning in the mid-1880s the 
growth of the Colored Farmers’ Alliances and the Colored Wheels in Texas, Ten-
nessee, Arkansas, and Alabama had given Black Populism momentum in the 
region. Of equal importance in fueling the agrarian movement was the concur-
rent growth of the most successful labor union of the era: the Knights of Labor.

Established in the North in the wake of the Civil War, the Knights of Labor 
would become the nation’s largest union by the mid-1880s—even before enter-
ing the South.100 Unlike the Colored Wheels and Colored Farmers’ Alliances, the 
origins of the Knights of Labor were not rooted in rural agrarian society but in 
urban industrial labor. Officially called the Noble Order of the Knights of Labor, 
the union was established in 1869 as a secret organization by a group of garment 
cutters in Philadelphia. That same year, African Americans founded the Colored 
National Labor Union (CNLU). However, along with its white counterpart, the 
National Labor Union, the CNLU was soon eclipsed by the Knights of Labor in 
attracting workers and forming locals.

The Knights of Labor became a key ally of southern black workers as it entered 
Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina in the mid-1880s. Its organizers 
used a combination of strikes and boycotts to make their labor demands. The 
majority of Knights of Labor members in the South were agrarian workers or, in 
the case of domestic laborers, worked for wages in the homes of those who lived 
in rural areas. Black and white southern Knights (from sugarcane workers in 
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Louisiana, lumber workers in Florida, to cotton compress workers in Virginia) 
struck for better wages, hours, and working conditions nearly two dozen times 
during the mid-1880s.101 By helping to consolidate the growing networks of black 
workers in the South, the Knights of Labor became the most important regional 
expression of Black Populism before the regionwide organization of the Colored 
Farmers’ Alliance in 1888.102

By the mid-1880s the Knights of Labor, which had grown throughout the 
North in the decade prior, had a successful and unique track record of union-
izing both skilled and unskilled workers, men and women, black and white. 
While the union remained in the hands of white leaders at the regional level, 
several all-black divisions and hundreds of all-black locals were established in 
the South, including in North Carolina and Virginia. For instance, Richmond’s 
District Assembly 92 consisted of thirteen all-black locals. In order to help 
ensure that all-black locals were fairly represented, African Americans encour-
aged segregation at the district level, not unlike their Colored Wheel associates 
in Tennessee.103 The impetus for these kinds of actions was in keeping with the 
conventions of all-black churches and fraternal orders, North and South, which 
had been formed as a way for African Americans to maintain control over their 
own resources, membership, and affairs.

As was the case with the Colored Wheels, black autonomy was reinforced in 
the Knights of Labor by the recruitment of black workers by fellow African Amer-
icans. Demands for “colored organizers” poured into the national headquarters 
of the Knights of Labor in 1885. Over the next two years, black organizers were 
dispatched across the countryside establishing local chapters—in practice, more 
fraternal political organizations than collective-bargaining units per se.104 Some 
chapter organizers, like W. J. Campbell, a barber from Warrior, Alabama, used 
his occupation to facilitate his organizing. Being self-employed, Campbell had a 
greater degree of freedom than black agrarian workers to recruit workers into the 
Knights, as jobs could easily be stripped by planters at the first sign of organiz-
ing efforts by recruiters. Campbell soon became an official “State Organizer” for 
the Knights, establishing black locals in Huntsville and Montgomery.105 Other 
black leaders emerged from the process of recruitment, making the Knights an 
organized force across the region. Black Knights that were engaged in setting up 
locals included W. A. Brooks, J. W. Robertson, and Alexander Walker in Ala-
bama; Frank Johnson and W. J. Woodward in North Carolina; Andrew Allen in 
Georgia; and Lee Nelson in Virginia. Black organizers were also in the field in 
South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana.106 The development of this black agrarian 
leadership, and the expansion of Knights membership, accelerated the growth of 
Black Populism—complementing and overlapping with networks formed by the 
Colored Wheels and the Colored Farmers’ Alliance.
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By 1886, approximately 60,000 African American men and women had joined 
the Knights of Labor. They came together in more than 400 all-black locals, aver-
aging 150 members each.107 It was the same year as the Great Southwest Rail-
road Strike, the largest clash between organized labor and railroad management 
during the nineteenth century. Launched by Knights in Texas, at its height, the 
strike involved over 100,000 workers, including black section hands, who struck 
against the Missouri-Kansas-Texas Railroad Company initially for the firing of 
a foreman. Unknown numbers of African Americans joined in the strike, which 
turned violent and was soon crushed. The white press warned of both the role 
of black workers in the strike and their participation in independent political 
conventions underway, as an “army of blacks” had grown under the command of 
Knights.108 Over the next five years, the southern branch of the Knights organized 
thousands of tenant farmers, agricultural day laborers, and domestic workers—
with increasingly fewer white workers participating in the region’s order. At the 
general assembly of the Knights of Labor in Richmond in 1886, African Ameri-
cans represented locals in Georgia, Florida, Virginia, North Carolina, and Ala-
bama. While most of these locals were urban based, by the following year, most 
black workers recruited into the union were being drawn from rural areas. As 
the historian Melton McLaurin concludes: “The organization became basically a 
black union in the South and one composed of the economically weakest blacks,” 
with the “weakest” being the landless in the countryside.109

Reflecting the growth of the black Knights was the invitation extended to its 
best-known leader, Frank J. Ferrell, to introduce Grand Master Workman Ter-
rence V. Powderly at the general assembly of the Knights of Labor in Richmond 
in 1886. The introduction of the white labor leader by an African American 
apparently inspired some while outraging others. After the address, and in a show 
of solidarity against the segregationist policies of the South, Ferrell led a group 
of black and white Knights to see a local theater performance together. While 
Ferrell and his coworkers were permitted to enter the theater, the act provoked a 
strong reaction. The following evening, a mob of armed white men assembled at 
the theater to prevent any more African Americans from entering. The notion of 
“social equality between the races” was not going to be tolerated.110

As the Knights of Labor spread across the South the organization encom-
passed growing numbers of black female workers. Throughout the mid-1880s 
African American women either joined local assemblies with men or formed 
locals of their own. Between 1885 and 1887, there were at least sixteen all-black 
female Knights assemblies in the South: eight in Virginia (four in Norfolk, two 
in Richmond, one in Petersburg, and another in Danville); three in Arkansas (in 
Little Rock, Galloway, and Argenta); one in Louisiana (in Morgan City); one in 
North Carolina (in Raleigh); and two in Florida (in Jacksonville and Pensacola). 
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Additionally there was an all-black female assembly of domestic workers in 
Washington, D.C. Two of the assemblies in Norfolk, Virginia, included laun-
dresses, housekeepers, and chambermaids; the one in Argenta, Arkansas, female 
farmers; and the one in Pensacola, Florida, chambermaids and laundresses. As 
Knights assemblies, their aims would have been to assert collective bargaining 
power for better wages and better working conditions. As important, the organi-
zation of black workers—whether women or men—gave particular meaning to 
the lives of those who participated in them, serving both economic and social 
functions. However, the existence of such black labor organizations, as was the 
case with black political organizations, proved a threat.111

Fear among white authorities of a new “Black Reconstruction” grew alongside 
the spread of the southern Knights.112 By November 1886 two asemblies of black 
Knights had been formed in Durham with a reported total membership of two 
thousand African Americans. Within six months black Knights organized north of 
Durham in Oxford, Granville County (home of the Black Populist leader Rever-
end Walter A. Pattillo), came under attack. Black Knights in Oxford had helped to 
unseat local Democratic officeholders through a Republican-Independent coali-
tion. Political repercussions followed.113 During the spring of 1887, a black Knight 
from Oxford reported in a letter to the editor: “[The whites] pointed at us with 
scorn, and kept crying ‘Nigger! Nigger!’ until the two words ‘Nigger’ and ‘Knights’ 
became synonymous terms.”114 From its inception, the local assembly faced outside 
disruption. According to another member, “No stone was left unturned to create 
ill-feeling against us.” Reminiscent of alarms of “slave conspiracies” sounded dur-
ing the antebellum era, black Knights were accused of setting fire to their own 
town. Despite no evidence of arson being presented against those accused—and 
even after the persons guilty of the crime were discovered—attacks continued. The 
Knights local master workman narrowly escaped being lynched, only to be impris-
oned on false charges soon thereafter.115 Despite such attacks, North Carolina’s black 
Knights continued to build their organization. As correspondence in 1890 between 
two white Alliance leaders, H. H. Perry and Elias Carr, attests, “the Knights of Labor 
are organizing [black workers] in every county.”116

Attacks against organized black workers were not confined to rural areas. 
In 1887, industrial Birmingham—the “Pittsburgh of the South”—witnessed the 
failure of a strike by black ironworkers seeking higher wages. The strike failed 
because white ironworkers refused to join in, despite direct orders to do so from 
the Alabama state master workman, Nicholas Stack, who was also white.117 On 
this occasion, white workers, who earned more than their black counterparts, 
made plain their hostility toward African Americans. After Stack ordered the 
white workers to leave their posts, opposition mounted against him and the 
striking black workers; at one point, Stack was even barred from entering the 
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Knights of Labor Union Hall. By the end of August 1887, white workers had suc-
cessfully pressed him to call off the strike.118

While Stack lent his support to the striking black ironworkers in Birmingham, 
he was also embroiled in a dispute with W. J. Campbell, the state’s leading black 
organizer. Just as the strike had been weakening at the end of the summer of 
1887, Stack attempted to remove Campbell from office; in a letter to Grand Mas-
ter Workman Powderly, Stack called Campbell “entirely ignorant of his duties.”119

Campbell, however, had already established himself as a competent, even popular 
statewide organizer by helping to initiate locals in several cities over the previ-
ous year. Such conflicts between black and white labor leaders reveal some of 
the political tensions and forms of opposition that black leaders encountered—
namely, the conditions under which African Americans were operating and 
the degree to which white leaders were willing to either follow or fight black 
leadership.

Antiblack policies and practices were also reflected at the national level. The 
national leadership of the Knights of Labor refused to support black leaders’ 
efforts to racially integrate the southern movement. So while Uriah Stephens and 
Terrence V. Powderly (each serving consecutive terms as grand master work-
man of the Knights of Labor) did not openly oppose the formation of integrated 
orders in the South, neither did they further the growth of an integrated move-
ment. Powderly remained reluctant on the issue—afraid of alienating southern 
white workers by demanding integration in the South. Stephens, a Quaker and 
former abolitionist, revealed the limits of white labor leadership. He advocated 
“the recognition of blacks as economic but not social equals” (in much the same 
way that Tom Watson of Georgia later advocated “political equality” but not 
“social equality” between black and white southerners).120

Opposition to the black movement also came from black employers, as seen 
in the events surrounding an all-black Knights of Labor assembly in Wilming-
ton, North Carolina, in the fall of 1886. In September of that year, William Howe, 
a black “stevedore boss,” had promised to pay his workers up to five dollars a day 
for stowing cotton aboard a steamer docked at the city’s port, the largest in the 
state. Suspecting that Howe would not be able to cover their wages, the steve-
dores, who were Knights, refused to work unless they were given written assur-
ance of payment. In response, Howe brought in black stevedores from Norfolk, 
Virginia, to replace the striking workers. But the black Knights from Wilmington 
countered by convincing their fellow workers from Norfolk to return home. The 
small, but successful action, forced Howe and the company to guarantee in writ-
ing the workers’ wages at the five-dollar rate.121

By far, the harshest opposition to the demands of black agrarian workers—
whether Knights, or members of the Colored Wheels or Colored Farmers’ 
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Alliances—came from white planters. Many of the planters were actually Popu-
lists themselves. According to the historian Robert C. McMath Jr., nearly one-
quarter of the leaders of the white Southern Farmers’ Alliance were planters.122

Black agrarian organizing threatened planters’ access to cheap labor; for their 
part, African Americans largely regarded the segregated white Farmers’ Alliance, 
the principal white Populist vehicle, as an obstacle to their economic interests. 
White members of the Farmers’ Alliance who employed agrarian workers tried 
to keep wages as low as possible while raising the prices of goods. The class char-
acter of the conflict between the mostly poor African American base of Black 
Populism (drawn from the landless or virtually landless majority of black people 
living in rural areas) and the relatively affluent white leadership of the Populist 
movement was apparent.123 In 1891, a black Knight from North Carolina reported 
that “the [white Farmers’] Alliance proposes to see to it, and is instructing its 
members to pay no more money to wage-workers. They are to be paid in orders 
in stores.” The Knight continued, “We fear that [the white] Alliance . . . means 
nothing more nor less than oppression and death to the [black] laborer.”124 Such 
tensions reflected differences between the black and white agrarian movements. 
Antagonisms between African Americans and white workers often led to black 
workers being isolated, which at times proved deadly when the former were 
under attack by bosses and landowners.

Violence and threat of violence were the principal methods used to suppress 
striking workers. In 1886, when a group of black cotton picker Knights attempted 
to strike for higher wages just outside of Little Rock, Arkansas, they were met 
with brutal force. No sooner had the black workers called their strike than a 
white sheriff ’s posse, similar to the one in Meridian, Mississippi, several years 
earlier, was formed. Here, unlike the attack in Mississippi, the posse took pre-
emptive measures, storming one leader’s home and murdering him. As black 
workers proceeded to strike, the posse turned their guns on them as well. Some 
armed black Knights fired back but most were quickly overwhelmed; the strike 
was soon crushed.125 Five years later, the violent scene seemed to repeat itself 
when a similar series of events took place in Arkansas during the regionwide 
Cotton Pickers’ Strike.126

Swift and violent reaction by planters to the demands of African Americans 
for higher wages came despite a precipitous decline in real wages for agricultural 
work, which in the 1880s had deteriorated to their lowest levels since Eman-
cipation. Victor St. Cloud, a white organizer from Savannah working with the 
Knights in South Carolina, commented that the average black agrarian laborer 
had become “more of a slave than they were before the war.” Organizers were 
often threatened at gunpoint for taking up the demands of the rural black poor. 
In October 1887, A. W. Jackson, an outspoken black member of the Prohibition 
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Party and Knight from Milton, Florida, was not only threatened but was shot at 
point-blank range by white vigilantes when he refused to leave town.127

In addition to individual murders, public lynching—sometimes randomly 
targeting African Americans—was used to terrorize the black community into 
submission. In 1886, there were over 70 recognized cases of African Americans 
being lynched in the South. As Black Populism grew, so would lynching, peaking 
in 1892 with over 160 known cases that year. Many of the murders were organized 
as public spectacles, with advance notice in local papers, bringing thousands of 
spectators—men, women, and children—to participate and bear witness to these 
“events.” Adding to the gruesome acts of violence, the charred remains of victims 
who were burned were sometimes even kept as “souvenirs”—even sold. It was 
in the context of such horrors, and in response to such atrocities, that African 
Americans built their movement.128

In the fall of 1887, Knights District Assembly 194 in Louisiana’s Low Coun-
try, comprised mostly of black sugarcane workers, also came under attack when 
it launched a strike to protest low wages. According to McLaurin, the strike 
grew to “thousands of workers, including many nonmembers who nevertheless 
supported the strike.” Louisiana’s Democratic governor, Samuel D. McEnery, 
responded to panicked calls from planters by summoning the state militia. Join-
ing forces with the local sheriff ’s posse, the state militia swept in and shot dozens 
of black workers. With more than thirty African Americans killed, and twice as 
many injured, the strike was defeated and the Louisiana sugar region’s order of 
the Knights was largely dispersed. Nevertheless, and as was the case with other 
African Americans confronting armed force from local or state authorities, black 
workers continued to organize themselves underground, taking precautionary 
measures such as meeting late at night and in small numbers. Despite such mea-
sures, there were breaches of security, and sometimes at the hands of black spies 
working on behalf of white plantation owners.129

Events in eastern North Carolina would illustrate the need for covert action 
in the face of hostile planters, many of whom were white Populists. In North 
Carolina, as elsewhere in the South, the interests of black and white Alliance 
leaders were often in sharp conflict. Most white Alliance members in the state 
were farm operators whose financial interests were in keeping their labor costs 
low.130 As the ranks of black agrarian workers swelled in the state, due in part to 
the systematic barring of African Americans from the textile, tobacco, and fur-
niture industries in favor of white workers, black workers turned to the Knights. 
Throughout 1888 and 1889, African Americans in Pitt County formed assemblies 
to demand higher wages. And like other groups of black workers, the assemblies 
were organized in absolute secrecy—that is, until the moment of striking. Still, 
security was occasionally compromised.131
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During the fall of 1889, black farmworkers in Pitt County were in the process 
of organizing an assembly when a local white planter—John Bryan Grimes, a 
member of the Farmers’ Alliance (and a Democrat)—discovered their activities. 
In violation of the white Alliance’s own policy against labor espionage, Grimes 
paid one of his black workers, George Freeman, to infiltrate a black Knights’ 
assembly in Greenville, where more than a dozen African American men and 
women had been secretly holding meetings in a church. In September 1889, Free-
man was paid to spy on the group. He applied for membership to the assembly 
and a late-night meeting was arranged to debate his application; two doorkeep-
ers, Gale Moon and Elli Hardee, secured the church’s entrance. Freeman was 
deemed suspect. The assembly’s principal leader, Reverend Grimes Jr., along 
with Romeo Telfair, who served as president, believed that Freeman had ulte-
rior motives. Both opposed Freeman’s membership, as would another member, 
Sam Perry. Appeals were then made by the treasurer, Warren Jayson, and fellow 
member Henry Allen, who supported Freeman’s application. The debate appar-
ently carried on until 2 a.m., when Freeman’s application was finally rejected by 
a full vote of the assembly, including by members Lewis King, Hunter Jones, and 
two of their female colleagues, Phoebe Cobb and Fanny Glass, also known as 
“the queen.”132

Unfortunately, no known documents exist to shed light on what became of 
the black assembly. But here we catch a glimpse of the Knights’ structure and the 
kinds of precautionary measures that African Americans took to ensure their 
organization’s existence. Knights were able to carefully expand their membership 
through such methods; in doing so they paved the way for Black Populism’s con-
tinued growth and the development of new agrarian associations and unions. As 
the Knights came under further scrutiny and attacks, African Americans would 
join, or create, new black organizations. In North Carolina, the Colored Farmers’ 
Alliance became the principle vehicle through which African Americans carried 
on what the Knights had established with local black churches. In South Carolina 
and Georgia still other black organizations emerged—notably the Cooperative 
Workers of America (CWA).133

The development of the CWA between 1886 and 1887 provides another 
glimpse into the connection between the various organizations that comprised 
Black Populism. In South Carolina, the continuity of the organizing process link-
ing the Knights of Labor and the Colored Farmers’ Alliance through the work 
of the CWA may be traced through the actions of its local leadership: Sherman 
McCrary, Lee Minor, and Hiram F. Hover.134 Hover, a white organizer of the 
Knights of Labor, had been recruiting members in towns across North Caro-
lina’s Piedmont in 1885. However, he broke from the national order, which had 
been trying to control his organizing efforts. In 1886, Hover moved to South 



Roots and Early Development 41

Carolina to launch the CWA, a union focused on rural black workers. As the 
historian Bruce E. Baker describes: “Around the 10th of February, Hover appeared 
in downtown Spartanburg, a growing cotton mill center, and spoke for two and 
a half hours to a [large] crowd.”135 Some three hundred African Americans came 
to hear Hover speak. Hover charged that the national Knights had been “selling 
out” workers by negotiating wages and work conditions to benefit factory owners 
instead of its members. Moreover, he charged, the Knights were not sufficiently 
addressing issues of political reform nor were they fighting for “a free coopera-
tive school system.”136

While Hover helped to launch the Cooperative Workers of America by estab-
lishing an executive board and outlining its aims, African Americans quickly led 
its expansion on the ground. As Baker notes, it was “a handful of local black orga-
nizers who did the legwork of establishing CWA locals.”137 The Charleston News 
and Courier described the typical African American organizer as going through 
the “country talking to the colored people wherever he could find them alone, 
in the fields or in the houses . . . and read the labor catechism and constitution 
to his hearers.”138 The account is reminiscent of Union League organizers in the 
South a generation earlier who, convening in black churches, schools, and when 
necessary in the fields or in the woods, began their meetings with a prayer and a 
pledge to uphold the Republican Party with “a Bible, a copy of the Declaration of 
Independence, and an anvil or some other emblem of labor” near at hand.139

The CWA was part of the series of sequential and overlapping organizations in 
the South that were developed by African Americans following the Civil War: the 
black Baptist and AME churches, the Union Leagues, black fraternal orders and 
mutual benefit societies, and “marching companies”—groups of civilians who 
paraded, military style, during special celebrations. African Americans contin-
ued to organize themselves beyond Reconstruction through other independent 
associations, including the Colored Agricultural Wheels, the Knights of Labor, 
and the Colored Farmers’ Alliance. Each of these associations served a variety of 
functions, with membership ranging anywhere from less than a dozen to hun-
dreds of men and women.140 CWA locals comprised as few as five dues-paying 
members. Small in size, so as not to draw attention from those who might be 
hostile to their organizing efforts, members elected a secretary, treasurer, and 
president. They usually met after midnight, often in churches, with sentinels 
posted at entrances.141

Like the Knights of Labor, from which the CWA was in part derived, the 
organization attempted to raise wages for agricultural workers, improve working 
conditions, and reduce the hours that black agrarian laborers were compelled to 
work during certain seasons—or risk losing employment. The CWA even had 
plans to establish a cooperative store at which products would be collectively 
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sold.142 Similarities between the constitutions of the Knight and the CWA are evi-
dent: the Preamble of the Knights’ 1881 constitution calls for “the establishment of 
co-operative institutions, productive and distributive” and the need to “secure for 
both sexes equal pay for equal work.” The CWA also called for a repeal of the poll 
tax, the implementation of a free cooperative school system, and land reform. Its 
call for an inheritance tax and a guarantee of weekly wages placed it on the left-
wing of the political spectrum in the era; yet, its demand for the direct election of 
U.S. senators and a “free ballot” placed it within the broader Populist camp that 
would soon challenge the Democratic Party at the polls. (Such radical economic 
and political demands made by the Knights, followed by the CWA, and then the 
People’s Party, would culminate in the Omaha Platform of 1892.)143

One of the CWA’s leaders, Sherman McCrary, an agrarian worker from Laurel 
Creek, came from a politically active black household. McCrary’s father, Isham 
McCrary, was as an outspoken leader during Reconstruction.144 On July 8, 1871, 
Isham stood up to the Ku Klux Klan by testifying before a congressional investi-
gating committee charged with looking into acts of violence in connection with 
the white terrorist organization.145 Not surprisingly, Isham’s two sons became 
active in the CWA. While Sherman McCrary’s elder brother, Aaron, was also 
active in the black agrarian union, it was the younger brother who assumed a 
leadership role in it. In April 1887, Sherman McCrary formed a club at the Pleas-
ant View Baptist Church in Fairview, where meetings “guarded by four armed 
pickets” were held late into the night.146 Over the next two months, he organized 
two other clubs in areas south and northwest of Fairview, and by July two addi-
tional clubs—in Simpsonville, near Hopewell Church, and in Fountain Inn. As 
McCrary established these clubs, he trained others, many of whom his senior, to 
help further spread the organization. Among the names of those he trained were 
Riley Owens, Allen Dorroh, and Lee Harrison.147

Planters’ reactions to the growth of the CWA came swiftly. However, it was 
the white leader Hover, not McCrary, or any of the other black leaders of the 
organization, who was publicly named as the person to be targeted. In part, this 
was due to Hover being less careful in keeping his activities covert than his black 
colleagues, whose collective history cautioned greater prudence; but there may 
have been another dynamic at play. In targeting Hover as the sole leader of the 
movement, white planters and farm operators were also reinforcing stereotypes 
of African Americans being incapable of organizing without such white lead-
ership. It is a bias that continues to be reflected in the manner in which Black 
Populism is characterized. That is, the independent black movement is written 
about as having been a movement of African Americans under white leader-
ship, as opposed to a movement of African Americans, principally led by African 
Americans, but which also included important white leaders.
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Over the course of 1886 and 1887, Hover, who had been traveling across the 
northern part of South Carolina, established as many as twelve black locals. The 
“Hoover [sic] Scare” that broke out among white planters in the area soon rip-
pled across the broader white community.148 Attempts to infiltrate and uncover 
CWA plans were thwarted, which only served to fuel the rumor mill. The notion 
of a return to “Negro domination” was used to create fear in the white commu-
nity. Word quickly spread that CWA leaders were organizing “against the whites 
[and encouraging] hostility between the races”; white militias were formed and 
deployed, scouring the countryside on horseback searching for suspected black 
leaders.149

Amid the mounting hysteria, an individual CWA member was cornered and 
ordered to divulge information about his secret organization. Under interroga-
tion, the member revealed a “club list” that included the names of seventeen 
leaders in the area. Few such lists were ever made for fear that they would be 
discovered by planters or other white employers. As experience taught black 
organizers, virtually anything that had to do with mobilizing workers needed 
to be done underground. Planters launched an inquisition with the capture of 
the CWA member. Those named were quickly tracked down by vigilantes. The 
captives were initially brought into a large room over the Peden and Company’s 
store for questioning, but they were then transferred to a grove nearby—a decid-
edly isolated location. Although one newspaper reported that the local leaders 
“were assured that no bodily harm should befall them,” the move was clearly 
intended to intimidate them into compliance.150 Under further interrogation, 
more names surfaced. It was revealed that the CWA had upwards of two thou-
sand members in the area of Spartanburg alone.151 More people were rounded up 
and ordered to disband their locals. While most African Americans complied, 
a few remained obstinate. In early July, a young barber named Lee Minor spoke 
at a public meeting in Greenville. More than 150 African Americans—both men 
and women—gathered in the city park and heard Minor all too emphatically 
deny that the CWA had ever “made any threats of any kind against the whites 
or encouraged hostility between the races in any shape or form.”152 In hind-
sight, knowing that at least some of the CWA members went on to join other 
black agrarian organizations in the area (based on the subsequent growth of the 
Colored Farmers’ Alliance in the area), one may interpret Minor’s words as an 
effort to simultaneously dissipate tensions while keeping an eye toward further 
recruitment. It was a fine line southern African Americans had to walk, given 
the circumstances they were in.

White planters did not take any chances. To discourage further organizing 
among black workers, planters formed three militia companies (in Cedar Grove, 
Woodruff, and Dacusville) and distributed additional firearms to the local white 
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population. The fear aroused by the existence of the CWA led the Dacusville 
militia to swell to over 180 men; the Cedar Grove militia even formed a cavalry 
division.153 Ironically, if anyone had anything to fear, it was the black popula-
tion. After all, it was African American leaders who were being rounded up, held 
captive, and interrogated. Added to this, African Americans now faced roving 
armed squads. Despite the massive paramilitary presence, black organizers con-
tinued to hold meetings throughout July 1887. New leaders emerged. When D. R. 
Speer, the attorney who defended Hover in court, failed to appear at a gathering 
of thirty black workers whom he was scheduled to address, a young man named 
Tom Singleton rose on behalf of the CWA and spoke out against the machina-
tions of the Democratic Party. Learning of the gathering, a group of party opera-
tives apparently swept in to break up the meeting. No further details are known.

Baker, the historian who has done the most work in shedding light on the 
Cooperative Workers of America, concludes: “The CWA, as a viable movement 
with the potential to effect change for laborers in South Carolina, was dead.”154

But while the particular organization may have been destroyed, individual lead-
ers had not been silenced. Hover, among others, kept organizing black work-
ers, despite the increasingly dangerous terrain. During the winter of 1886, he 
appeared in eastern Georgia where he placed advertisements for upcoming meet-
ings. However, while “speaking incendiary doctrine” at the pulpit of a church in 
Warrenton, Hover was nearly killed; a group of masked white-robed men rode 
up to the church and shot him through a window.155 He survived the attempted 
assassination, but lost an eye—the bullet lodging in the left side of his face near 
the back of his ear. Apparently, no one else was injured in the incident. Known 
thereafter as the “one eyed orator,” Hover covered his left eye with a green patch. 
He fled to New York where he waited for tensions to subside before returning to 
the South—first Atlanta, then Greenville, South Carolina, and finally Hickory, 
North Carolina—where he continued to organize black workers until leaving the 
region once and for all.

Unlike Hover, most African Americans in the South lacked the financial 
resources to leave the region if they needed to do so. Lee Minor and other black 
leaders of the Cooperative Workers had family and other social connections tying 
them to South Carolina. For them, and other rank-and-file members of the Coop-
erative Workers, there were few options other than to simply return to work after 
the inquisition and purging of their organization—and no doubt under the suspi-
cious watch of their bosses. Others waited for the hysteria regarding the “hostili-
ties” to subside before making their next move. According to one journalist, when 
he asked Minor whether or not he was planning to attend a July 4 meeting, Minor 
“didn’t believe it would be best for him to go outside of Greenville . . . until the 
excitement had died out.” Given the ongoing efforts to organize black agrarian 
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workers, Minor’s statement—like the earlier one he gave in Greenville in front of 
the 150-person audience—suggests a tactical retrenchment rather than a signal 
of final defeat.156

The modest networks of workers created by the CWA in South Carolina, and 
to a lesser extent in Georgia, formed the basis for the continued development of 
Black Populism. As Gaither succinctly notes: “In South Carolina, the Colored 
Alliance movement was inspired by a forerunner, the Cooperative Workers of 
America, [viewed as] a subsidiary of the Knights of Labor.”157 A telling incident 
pointing to the connections between local black organizations was when Tom 
Briar of the South Carolina CWA urged his fellow members in 1889 to hear the 
Colored Farmers’ Alliance speaker C. J. Holloway. While Holloway invited mem-
bers to join the black Alliance, neither the details of his appeal nor the response 
he received were recorded. The incident nevertheless serves as an important 
affirmation of the fluidity that existed between various black organizations and 
their membership.158 An important underlying connection between such black 
agrarian organizations—as was the case with the North Carolina Knights and 
the South Carolina CWA—were the black churches, which served as safe havens: 
places to meet, plan, and deliberate.

A post-Reconstruction generation of leaders was coming into its own. Black 
and white, these leaders carried on the work of their predecessors, organizing 
African Americans in rural areas—and with varying degrees of success. In the 
Lower South, one of the key organizations that came to represent the demands 
of rural African Americans was the Colored Farmers’ Union. Like the Knights of 
Labor and the CWA, it would help drive Black Populism, and soon bring thou-
sands of members into the largest of the movement’s agrarian organizations, the 
Colored Farmers’ Alliance. While a Colored Farmers’ Union had formed in Lou-
isiana under the leadership of A. L. Plummer of Bayou Funny Louis, southwest of 
Shreveport, African Americans in Florida initially organized themselves as black 
clubs of the white-led Farmers’ Union.159

The Florida Farmers’ Union—unlike the Knights of Labor and the CWA—was 
established to organize farmers, not wage-earning agricultural workers. Florida’s 
Farmers’ Union had distinct black and white clubs. The majority of black mem-
bers were in the northern parts of the state; the union was strongest in Alachua, 
Bradford, and Escambia counties, the latter being directly adjacent to Alabama.160

In the fall of 1887, the Farmers’ Union held a statewide meeting in Gainesville, 
where delegates discussed whether or not to merge with the all-white Farmers’ 
Alliance. Seventy-seven delegates from across Florida met at Oliver Park next 
to Alachua Lake in mid-October to debate the possibility of merging with the 
white Farmers’ Alliance. Twenty-eight of the delegates were African American, 
representing fourteen all-black clubs with a total membership of 1,720 men and 
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women. But while the 49 white delegates represented seven more clubs than their 
African American counterparts, the white clubs had 554 fewer members. The 
black members, with less resources as a group, simply could not afford to send as 
many representatives to Gainesville as their membership warranted.161

A special committee of the Farmers’ Union was appointed to confer with 
the white Alliance delegation in order to consider a merger of the two groups. 
The committee reported that it favored “the adoption of a constitution and by-
laws for the Florida Farmers Union that . . . recognizes the . . . colored farmers 
as tillers of the soil and whose interests are identical with those of the whites.” 
Despite such official recognition, the white majority voted in favor of consolida-
tion with the segregated white Farmers’ Alliance—a merger that excluded over 
half of the Farmers’ Union’s own membership: African Americans. The decision 
underscored the need for black farmers to maintain their independence from 
white agrarian reformers, since the latter had shown themselves on more than 
one occasion willing to sacrifice their interests.

While the exclusion of African Americans from white-led Populist organiza-
tions varied from one state to the next, white Populists set racially explicit criteria 
for membership in their national organization. Section 1 of the 1889 constitution 
of the National Farmers’ Alliance and Industrial Union (encompassing the white-
led Northern and Southern Alliances, which together claimed well over one mil-
lion members) read: “No person shall be admitted as a member of this order 
except a white person over sixteen years of age.”162 Not surprisingly, an exodus 
of African Americans from the Farmers’ Union followed when the organization 
merged with the segregated white Alliance, prompting an in-flow into the exist-
ing Colored Farmers’ Alliance. For its part, the black Alliance retaliated on behalf 
of its members and issued the following (though largely symbolic) statement: 
“[if] white organizations shall positively prohibit the [admission] of colored men 
to its membership . . . colored organizations shall prohibit the admission of white 
men to its membership.”163

Black leaders in the rural South responded in various ways to the political and 
economic plight of their communities in the years following the collapse of 
Reconstruction. With few exceptions, the largest and often the most produc-
tive land was placed (or taken) back into the hands of wealthier white farmers. 
Meanwhile, the southern branch of the Republican Party had been weakened by 
the Democrats; moreover, third parties, including the Greenback and Green-
back Labor parties, had been defeated or marginalized. Although many African 
Americans managed to leave the South in the hope of finding better working and 
living conditions elsewhere, even more attempted to reform existing conditions 
where they worked and lived.
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Thousands of African Americans organized themselves into labor unions 
and agrarian associations and then linked their activities to regional bodies that 
shared common economic and political interests. By 1888, the ranks of Black 
Populism reached into the tens of thousands, spurring the rapid growth of the 
Colored Farmers’ Alliance. At an organizational level, between 1889 and 1892, 
the black Alliance, which claimed over one million members in 1891, deepened 
and expanded the work of its immediate predecessors: the Colored Wheels in 
Alabama, Arkansas, and Tennessee; the Knights of Labor in Alabama, Arkansas, 
Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia; the Cooperative 
Workers of America in South Carolina and Georgia; and the Colored Farmers’ 
Union in Florida and Louisiana.

Like the “Colored speakers” of the Knights of Labor (such as W. J. Campbell 
in Alabama and Lee Nelson in Virginia) and CWA leaders (such as Sherman 
McCrary in South Carolina and Hiram Hover in Georgia) who organized black 
workers, Colored Farmers’ Alliance “Lecturers” took to the road to spread the 
movement’s gospel of economic, and later, political reform. While the black Alli-
ance began by promoting self-sufficiency and sought to educate its members with 
regard to better farming techniques, it later demanded debt relief, regulation of 
monopolies, better wages for workers, and a more equitable electoral process. 
Propelling the movement of black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers 
across the South were black Alliance leaders who carried out a range of tactics, 
depending upon local conditions. How African Americans formed the Colored 
Farmers’ Alliance, the ways the organization grew, under what conditions, and 
what it accomplished, forms the next chapter in the history of Black Populism.
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Chapter Two

THE COLORED FARMERS’ ALLIANCE

Salvation rests in neither of the old political parties and [we] are no longer 
slaves to either.

—Virginia Colored Farmers’ Alliance, Richmond Dispatch, August 11, 1891

On December 11, 1886, a group of sixteen African Americans and one white 
farmer met near a cotton farm in Houston County, Texas, where they inaugu-
rated what would become the nation’s largest black agrarian organization: the 
Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-Operative Union (Colored Alliance, 
for short).1 With the fervor of a religious awakening, the order’s leaders drove one 
of the most dramatic expansions of any reform group—black or white—in the 
late nineteenth century. The creation of the Colored Alliance in the mid-1880s 
was a collective undertaking. Hundreds of grassroots organizers tapped into pre-
existing networks of black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers affiliated 
with black churches, the Colored Agricultural Wheels, the Knights of Labor, the 
Cooperative Workers of America, and the Colored Farmers’ Union. Within two 
years of its founding, the Colored Alliance consolidated various black agrarian 
organizations scattered across the South into a cohesive movement encompass-
ing hundreds of thousands of African Americans.

Less than three weeks after its initial meeting, leaders of the newly formed 
Colored Alliance in Houston and adjoining counties met at the Good Hope 
Baptist Church in Weldon. There they adopted a declaration of principles: “To 
promote agriculture and horticulture . . . To educate the agricultural classes in 
the science of economic government in a strictly non-partisan spirit . . . To aid 
its members to become more skillful and efficient workers . . . [To] protect their 
individual rights . . . [To raise] funds for the benefit of sick or disabled members, 
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or their distressed families; [and to form] a closer union among all colored 
people.”2 The principles were endorsed by the sixteen founding delegates, who 
were identified either as “Negro” or “mulatto”: H. J. Spencer, William Armistead, 
R. M. Saddler, Anthony Turner, T. Jones, Newton C. Crawley, J. W. Peters, Israel 
McGilbra, George W. Coffey, Green Lee, Jacob J. Shuffer, Willis Nichols, Jacob 
Fairfax, Abe Fisher, S. M. Montgomery, and John Marshall. Shuffer and Spencer, 
both of whom were successful farmers in east Texas—the latter also serving as a 
clergyman—were elected president and secretary, respectively.3 They, along with 
Saddler, Nichols, and McGilbra, were also elected to one-year terms as trustees 
of the organization. The delegates elected the only white person in attendance, 
Richard M. Humphrey, as the organization’s spokesperson and general super-
intendent. Humphrey, a Baptist preacher and farmer who had long worked and 
lived in the black community, was noted as being selected because of “his ability” 
and “confidence [among African Americans] in him as a friend of the race.”4

The Colored Alliance both complemented and competed with other associa-
tions of farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian laborers in the 1880s. Texas was 
home to a number of black agrarian groups in the mid-1880s, including the Col-
ored Farmers’ Benevolent and Charitable Association and the Colored Farm-
ers’ Home Improvement Lodge.5 Around the same time that the Houston-based 
Colored Alliance was established, another competing Colored Alliance was also 
formed in the state.6 Headed by Andrew J. Carothers, a white Allianceman from 
Lee County, the “National Colored Alliance” organization would, within three 
years of its founding, claim a membership of 250,000 and chapters in every 
southern state. As with the Colored Alliance, the National Colored Alliance’s 
membership figure was likely inflated.7 However, by 1890 the two organizations 
had merged, with the Houston-based Colored Alliance assuming de facto over-
all leadership, and propelling the overall black Alliance membership to its high-
est levels.8

In December 1890, Humphrey was claiming the following Colored Alliance 
state memberships: Alabama, 100,000; Arkansas, 20,000; Georgia, 84,000; Ken-
tucky, 25,000; Louisiana, 50,000; Mississippi, 90,000; North Carolina, 55,000; 
South Carolina, 90,000; Tennessee, 60,000; Texas, 90,000; and Virginia, 50,000.9

The official membership figures were most likely calculated based on the num-
ber of black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers in each of the states 
listed, rather than actual dues-paying members of the organization. Dues-paying 
members, even according to Humphrey, were only a percentage of the men and 
women who were affiliated with the Colored Alliance. Still, there is little doubt 
that the organization had grown at an astonishing rate. In Texas, the Colored 
Alliance issued some fifty-six county charters, with two thousand sub-charters, 
indicating extensive local infrastructure.10
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The Colored Alliance was in keeping with other “self-help” and mutual aid 
societies that formed across the South in the aftermath of the Civil War. Its call 
for agrarian reforms resonated deeply among the region’s rural black popula-
tion in the 1880s. By this time, it had become clear to African Americans that 
they could only rely on their immediate communities for assistance. While calls 
for federal assistance continued (for everything from credit and educational 
assistance to regulation of monopolistic businesses and election oversight), they 
largely went unanswered. White merchants and planters, already suspicious of 
any independent black formation in the region, strongly opposed the Colored 
Alliance, especially as the organization assumed what were viewed as militant 
tactics and demands—boycotting goods where price gouging was taking place, 
demanding higher wages for cotton picking, and calling for an immediate end to 
the convict-lease system. The convict-lease system was both a means of control 
and a particularly cruel profit-making business in the South. It gave planters, rail-
road bosses, and other employers who faced labor shortages, free reign to pur-
chase labor from the state (at a small fine and court cost). The labor often came 
from those convicted of petty crimes and disproportionately marked black men, 
many of whom were physically and mentally abused in a system with little legal 
recourse; county officials notoriously looked the other way to abuses of author-
ity, even when deaths were the result. The Colored Alliance’s opposition to the 
system therefore targeted a critical point of contention for African Americans.11

Through the largely covert organizing efforts of its grassroots leaders, many 
of whom were ministers, the Colored Alliance stood alone in its ability to reach 
tens of thousands of rural African Americans. As the historian Charles Postel 
notes, “The Colored Alliance was a semi-clandestine movement based primarily 
in the black churches.”12 Congregations were tapped for membership and mate-
rial support. Churches served as meeting sites for the organization; when greater 
secrecy was required, members met elsewhere, in individual homes or in the 
fields. Members attended local chapter meetings, where they shared agricultural 
techniques and innovations, coordinated cooperative efforts for planting and 
harvesting, and shared local and distant news. One report of such activities came 
from Macon, Georgia, where the Reverend E. F. Love offered a resolution for the 
formation of cooperative associations, cooperative farms, and storehouses. At a 
meeting of 350 African Americans, he was quoted as saying: “There is no reason 
why the Negro should not control the Negro trade and handle the money the 
Negro has to spend.”13 It was this independent sentiment, which posed a threat to 
the Southern Democracy.

The Colored Alliance occasionally held public gatherings, but they were usu-
ally part of national or regional conventions with other reform-oriented organi-
zations and associations. Most of the recruitment work came down to individual 
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outreach. Black recruiters working on the fringes of plantations or on small farms 
carried out their work at great personal risk, careful in their approach. As the 
historian Lawrence Goodwyn describes: “Black lecturers who ranged over the 
South organizing state and local Alliances did not enter Southern towns behind 
fluttering flags and brass bands. They attempted to organize slowly and patiently, 
seeking out the natural leaders in rural black communities and building from 
there.”14 In each state, Colored Alliance members elected a superintendent, presi-
dent, vice president, treasurer, conductor, secretary, lecturer (usually with the 
additional title of “organizer”), and sometimes an assistant lecturer. Addition-
ally, there were three positions for meetings, a “Conductor,” a “Chaplain,” and 
a “Door-Keeper.”15 All superintendents, their principal task being to expand the 
organization, reported to the general superintendent who was elected by the 
national trustees of the Colored Alliance. All members were asked to pay dues, 
although from the beginning payment for most proved difficult, debt-ridden and 
lacking in cash as they were.16

According to the national constitution of the Colored Alliance, a state having 
ten “County Alliances” would be entitled to a “State Alliance”; any county having 
three “Sub-Alliances” would be entitled to one delegate in a state meeting; and 
any congressional district having thirty “Subordinate Alliances” would be enti-
tled to one delegate in national meetings—regardless of whether or not the state 
in which the local alliances were in had already formed a statewide organization. 
This last arrangement allowed for local county leaders to work with the national 
order and its state affiliates in advance of having created organization access in 
the entire state.17

The use of secret passwords and salutations required upon entry to Colored 
Alliance meetings were in keeping with the tradition and conventions of other 
mutual-aid societies and black fraternal organizations of the time. According 
to the sociologist Joseph Gerteis, the Colored Alliance was “formed as a secret 
society following the fraternal and ritualistic model of the Knights of Labor.”18

The Colored Alliance had an assigned seating order for its various elected posi-
tions, including a doorkeeper and a chaplain, and used special language for ini-
tiation rites, application of new members, and opening and closing of sections 
of the meeting—all delineated in its bylaws. There were other rituals adhered to, 
including dress code when a member passed away: “black crape rosette, with a 
sprig of evergreen pinned above it on the left lapel of the coat—the rosette to be 
worn thirty days.”19 The extent to which such detailed rules and procedures were 
followed from state to state, or even county to county is not known; they were 
likely modified to fit local circumstances.

Like other agrarian clubs and mutual-benefit societies of the era, the Colored 
Alliance also encouraged its members to learn new farming techniques, purchase 
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land, and form greater bonds between themselves and their communities. The 
organization sponsored a number of cooperative stores where local members 
could pool their crops for bulk sales. In the eighteen months following the ini-
tial meeting in Houston County, organizers set up dozens of chapters; African 
Americans by the hundreds joined in.20 Within two and a half years the Colored 
Alliance spread across Texas, made its way to the Upper South, and then over to 
the southeastern Atlantic seaboard states. By 1888 the organization had gained a 
discernible presence across the entire South. In March of that year Colored Alli-
ance chapter delegates were called to gather in Lovelady, Texas, to convene and 
formally establish themselves as a regional body.21

During the summer of 1888, leaders of the Colored Alliance set ambitious 
goals for their organization. On July 20, Shuffer and Spencer assigned Hum-
phrey the task of leading the effort to “establish . . . trading posts, or exchanges, 
for the use and benefit of our order [as] your judgment will be most conducive 
to the interests of the people.”22 Humphrey spent the next two and a half years 
helping to establish trading posts in Houston, New Orleans, Mobile, Charles-
ton, and Norfolk—key southern ports on the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts—for the 
large-scale purchase and sale of staple crops. Ideally, members would be able 
to buy goods at reduced prices at these “exchanges” and to secure loans to pay 
off their mortgages.23 Referring to the initiative underway, a lecturer of the Col-
ored Alliance in Tennessee remarked, “The colored people show an eagerness 
for information for our cause and principles, which is unsurpassed by any audi-
ence I have ever addressed.”24 By October 1890 the Colored Alliance claimed 175 
chapters across the South.25 Despite the enthusiasm for such projects, most of 
the exchanges faltered as the required infusion of capital was difficult to obtain 
from the organization’s largely poor members. In one plea, members were asked 
to give direct financial support to the organization’s initiatives instead of “buy-
ing [Colored Alliance] badges and regalia.”26 Members, however, were apparently 
more inclined to acquire symbols of ownership, group identity, and collective 
pride, before supporting the organization’s large-scale projects. Badges and rega-
lia, were, after all, relatively inexpensive to purchase than paying for projects 
that were less immediate in their rewards. Colored Alliance officers, limited by 
logistical considerations and the ever-present threat of retaliation to their order’s 
members (unlike the white Alliances who had the privilege of holding parades 
and conducting mass public meetings) were unable to keep up with the demands 
and growth of their own organization.

By 1891, the Colored Alliance had established chapters in every southern state, 
prompting its national spokesperson, Humphrey, to claim a “total membership 
[of] nearly 1,200,000, of whom 300,000 are females, and 150,000 males under 
twenty-one years of age.”27 The membership figures were probably inflated for 
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propagandistic purposes; one reason to bolster its numbers might have been 
to gain larger proportional representation when meeting with other reform 
groups in convention, where African Americans were a minority. (Beginning in 
1888, and continuing through 1892, the Colored Alliance took part in a series of 
national conventions to formulate strategies and assert its particular demands 
among other reform groups.) Scholars offer various estimates of the actual size 
of the Colored Alliance: Lawrence Goodwyn estimates that the Colored Alliance 
membership was closer to 250,000; Patrick Dickson maintains that membership 
was roughly at one million.28 Others, such as Gerald Gaither, offer the expla-
nation that membership rolls were simply never purged of inactive members, 
accounting for the high figures; Postel argues that the Colored Alliance mem-
bership roughly corresponded to black congregations in the countryside: “[The] 
relationship to the churches helps to clarify why the order could claim over a 
million members.”29

Consensus on the exact number of African Americans in the Colored Alliance 
will likely never be reached since such detailed records were either destroyed or 
not kept in order to protect members from hostile planters, merchants, or oth-
ers threatened by the order. But while the number of Colored Alliance members 
remains debatable, that the organization commanded a degree of support beyond 
formal membership is certain. In 1890 approximately 1,100,000 out of 1,725,000 
African Americans who worked in agriculture in the United States were farm-
workers (roughly 64 percent).30 These black agrarian laborers, the overwhelming 
number of whom were in the South, were the Colored Alliance’s natural base and 
would have found it easy to agree with the organization’s goals of better educa-
tion, more land, economic cooperation, and mutual benefit. Declarations by the 
organization’s local leaders in the press, in conjunction with reports from the 
national spokesman, are ultimately the only figures through which an approxi-
mation of its total membership can be made. Writing to the Southern Mercury in 
December 1888, for instance, Alex John, a leader of Ebenezer Colored Alliance 
No. 195 in Texas, reported that his local chapter comprised “10 male and 6 female 
members.”31 Few reports with such specific information like this exist, however. 
Taking political, economic, and demographic factors into consideration, it may 
be conservatively estimated that at least 250,000 African Americans participated 
in Colored Alliance activities during its six-year history.

The Colored Alliance published several newspapers. Most of what remains of 
these publications, however, are reprinted excerpts found in white Alliance-affil-
iated newspapers—most notably, the National Economist. The Colored Alliance 
had up to three publications in Texas: the National Alliance, the Colored Alliance,
and the Alliance Vindicator. The National Alliance, the organization’s national 
newspaper, was published in Houston between 1889 and 1891; Humphrey served 
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as its editor. According to Joseph J. Rogers, the Colored Alliance superintendent 
from North Carolina, the Colored Alliance was first published in Dallas in July 
1888. Finally, the Alliance Vindicator, which began in February 1892, was edited 
by Robertson County’s leading black Republican and Colored Alliance state 
president, Alex Asberry. The Midland Express, which was published in Boyd-
ton, Virginia, from 1891 through 1893, was the official organ of Virginia’s Col-
ored Alliance (although the Richmond Planet became a semiofficial outlet for 
announcements for the organization). North Carolina had the Alliance Advo-
cate, which was published in Oxford, North Carolina, around 1890; meanwhile, 
South Carolina had the Alliance Light and the Alliance Aid of South Carolina,
the latter established in Sumter.32

The Colored Alliance newspapers variously informed and directed its read-
ers—or listeners, since newspapers were often read aloud to reach larger numbers 
of people, many of whom were illiterate. As Steven Hahn notes about the distri-
bution of newspapers in the rural black South, “papers circulated more widely 
still [than their subscription base], as they were passed from hand-to-hand, and 
household-to-household, and read aloud in groups.”33 Newspaper topics included 
the workings of transportation, storage, and other monopolies, issues of taxation, 
pending legislation, discussion about currency flows, and how all these matters 
affected them through price fixing, inflated interest rates, and driving up costs for 
farmers while keeping wages low for workers.34 Members also learned about their 
organization’s latest initiatives: cooperative exchange projects, lobbying efforts, 
credit programs, and cost-saving measures and techniques that were practiced 
and suggested. The Colored Alliance even tried to establish “Colored Homestead 
Companies” to assist African Americans to purchase their own homes, and in 
some areas, raised money to extend public school terms, in addition to providing 
financial assistance to individual members and their families in distress.35

While the Colored Alliance began as a strictly “non-partisan” mutual-
benefit association focused inwardly on economic cooperation and educa-
tion, it would develop into one of the most radical organizations of the era—it 
launched boycotts and strikes and then helped to found the People’s Party to 
directly challenge Democratic authority. Some scholars have described the 
Colored Alliance as a “protest organization,” although this characterization 
does not convey its more complex history and identity. As Ronald Yanosky 
notes, “[The Colored] Alliance framed public statements of its members’ 
ambitions in terms of a carefully chosen language of domesticity, claiming 
that black farmers needed the civilizing influence of ‘homes.’” Or, as Charles 
Postel notes, “Black Populism . . . contained a covert element of subversion. 
The public pronouncements of the Colored Alliance . . . reassured the white 
South that its members acquiesced in the separate but equal doctrines of white 
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supremacy. But black members such as Reverend J. L. Moore of Florida clearly 
understood this as a strategem, as a means toward black progress.” The orga-
nization publicly insisted (at least initially) that it was neither “political” nor 
“partisan”; it did so tactically as part of a broader strategy until 1890 when 
leaders began to move the organization into the electoral arena.36

As the Colored Alliance’s membership grew and began to politically assert 
itself—abandoning its accommodationist public position—it came under attack 
from white planters and merchants. Attacks sometimes came from white Popu-
lists and African Americans tied to the Republican Party who opposed the orga-
nization’s labor and electoral demands. As the attacks intensified, the national 
organization began to fragment: in 1891, one faction attempted a regionwide 
strike of cotton pickers; another vehemently opposed the strike, while yet another 
faction moved toward independent and third-party politics. Within a year, vir-
tually all traces of the Colored Alliance disappeared from newspaper accounts. 
Still, its political impact continued to be felt. Having organized a base and net-
work of support, Colored Alliance leaders redirected African Americans to focus 
their efforts on either building the People’s Party or participating in indepen-
dent coalitions, including supporting insurgent Republican candidates. By 1891, 
not only were leaders of the Colored Alliance openly declaring their support for 
federal supervision of elections and lobbying Republicans to have their leaders 
nominated for office, but many were also actively engaged in the meetings and 
conventions to create an electoral party of their own—a far cry from the Colored 
Alliance’s initial nonpartisan stance.37

The careers of several notable Colored Alliance leaders illustrate the develop-
ment and complexities of the organization from the mid-1880s to the early 1890s. 
They include Humphrey of Texas, Walter A. Pattillo of North Carolina, Oliver 
Cromwell of Mississippi, William H. Warwick of Virginia, and Ben Patterson 
of Tennessee. The amount of biographical information on these leaders varies 
widely. Notably missing from the record are female leaders of the Colored Alli-
ance. With the exceptions of Phoebe Cobb and Fanny “the queen” Glass of the 
Knights of Labor in the mid-1880s (and later Lutie Lytle of the People’s Party 
in the late 1890s) the vast majority of what is known about Black Populism is 
limited to the activities of its male leadership. Taken as a whole, however, their 
stories help to capture some of the local dynamics of the Colored Alliance—
its successes, failures, and limitations—while reflecting some of the geographic 
diversity and range of the movement’s leadership. Among the Colored Alliance’s 
initial leadership, all were black (or “mulatto”) except for Humphrey.

Known for his years of work as a Baptist missionary among African Ameri-
cans and described by one contemporary as “an elderly man of large frame and 
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portly person, with plain speech and a free blunt manner,” Humphrey proved to 
be an effective leader.38 In assigning substantial responsibilities to him, his black 
peers were acknowledging his skills as an organizer and propagandist. In March 
1888, leaders of the Colored Alliance had charged Humphrey with the task of 
growing their organization on a national basis. His commitment to the interests 
of the region’s most marginalized—landless black tenant farmers and agrarian 
laborers—was repeatedly affirmed through his actions, even as his sometimes 
patronizing attitude toward African Americans reflected the prevailing racist 
views of his white contemporaries.

Born in Clarendon County, South Carolina, on February 14, 1835, Humphrey 
was the son of Protestant immigrants from Northern Ireland. He attended Fur-
man University in Greenville, South Carolina, between 1854 and 1858 and moved 
soon thereafter to Alabama.39 During the Civil War he served as the captain of an 
Alabama infantry regiment. At the war’s end he moved to Texas, where he worked 
as a cotton farmer, served as a Baptist minister, taught school, and participated 
in “dissident” (i.e., independent) politics.40 The plainspoken Humphrey became 
active in the 1880s with the Union Labor Party, a key independent party in the 
period between the decline of the Greenback Labor Party and the rise of the 
People’s Party. Along with the Non-partisan Convention, the Union Labor Party 
was one of the most important independent electoral vehicles to challenge the 
Democratic Party in the South during the late 1880s—particularly in Texas. In 
the words of historian Matthew Hild, the Union Labor Party served as “a bridge 
between the loosely organized farmers-labor political activity of the mid-1880s 
and the Populist Party of the 1890s.”41 In 1887 a national convention was held 
in Cincinnati that brought together over four hundred delegates from a range 
of organizations, including the Agricultural Wheel, the Farmers’ Alliances, the 
Knights of Labor, the Greenback Labor Party, and the Grange. The overwhelming 
majority of participants at the convention were farmers. Together they estab-
lished the National Union Labor Party. The Greenback Labor Party, which was an 
intermediate step in the dissolution of the Greenback Party, dissolved itself soon 
after the convention.42

In the fall of 1886, the Union Labor Party held its first convention in Fort 
Worth, Texas. Among its planks, the party opposed the monopolization of land, 
and favored both the direct election of U.S. senators and a single tax. Nation-
ally, and significantly, the party sought to prohibit the convict lease system and 
demanded women’s suffrage (the latter position removed from the Populist 
Party Omaha platform of 1892).43 Humphrey was elected a presidential elector 
from the second congressional district and was later nominated as the party’s 
congressional candidate from the same district.44 Three days after the conven-
tion, the Southern Mercury published an article listing sixteen of Humphrey’s 
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speaking engagements scheduled to be given between October 20 and Novem-
ber 3. Humphrey’s brief statement at the conclusion of the article helps to encap-
sulate his method of recruitment and reflects his direct manner: “Friends of 
the labor movement please take notice and meet me.”45 William H. Martin, the 
incumbent Democratic congressman from Texas’s second congressional dis-
trict, attacked Humphrey during the election for working with African Ameri-
cans. Like Humphrey, Martin was born and raised in the South and served in 
the Confederate army (under Robert E. Lee’s command, participating in all the 
battles of the general’s army until his surrender in April 1865).46 But unlike Hum-
phrey, who subsequently sided with the freedmen and women and took up the 
plight of the black poor, Martin became a staunch supporter of the Democratic 
Party and its white-supremacist politic and practices. Charging Humphrey with 
“slipping around at night with lantern in his hand to organize the negroes into 
alliances, [and] doing so for mercenary and political ends,” Martin, with the 
backing of the Democratic Party, easily won the election. However, he did lose a 
county—not surprisingly, one with a predominantly rural black population. As 
it became clear over the coming months, Humphrey’s campaigning among Afri-
can Americans, while unsuccessful in winning the second congressional district 
seat, would win him an abiding trust among those who soon joined the ranks of 
the Colored Alliance.47

Much of what survives about the character and composition of the Colored 
Alliance (what it strived to do, who comprised the organization, and how many 
members it included at any given time or place) comes from Humphrey’s writ-
ten and oral accounts between 1889 and 1891. In the few sketches of the Colored 
Alliance, the fact that Humphrey is the primary source of information on the 
organization has had the unintended effect of privileging his role in the Colored 
Alliance over that of other leaders—notably black leaders. Humphrey’s lead-
ership role in the organization was no doubt critical to the Colored Alliance’s 
development, but only in conjunction with others—including Pattillo, Cromwell, 
Warwick, Patterson, and Shuffer—who carried out the mass organizing of Afri-
can Americans locally that gave the national organization its relative strength.

Humphrey’s accounts include his brief history of the Colored Alliance in The 
Farmer’s Alliance History and Agricultural Digest, published in 1891; excerpts of 
articles from the weekly National Alliance newspaper, which he edited for two 
years beginning in 1889; occasional press statements; and testimony he offered 
to the U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry in 1890—all of which 
provide important details about the organization’s goals, membership, and 
activities, as well as how they changed.48 Other sources on the Colored Alliance 
appear in letters in the Southern Mercury and the National Economist from newly 
appointed business agents, reports from the organization’s cooperative efforts in 
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Virginia and South Carolina, and its public political activities—for instance, a 
convention of black and white Alliances in Ocala, Florida, in December 1890 and 
a national People’s Party meeting in St. Louis, Missouri, in February 1892, both of 
which included the participation of Colored Alliance delegates.49

As it turns out, class divisions proved to be as great a source of conflict among 
leaders in the movement as race.50 Colored Alliance president Shuffer was report-
edly “stern and domineering, especially with blacks in his hire.” Shuffer’s grand-
son noted that he “readily inflicted whip lashes to [black] slackers [who worked 
for him] with threats to cut their pay.” He continued, while “Blacks throughout 
the community looked up to him [they did so] more out of fear than genuine 
respect.” However, Shuffer’s success as a farmer—he owned some five hundred 
acres of land—apparently brought him into conflict with local white farmers. 
The family history helps to explain some of the class tensions that existed among 
African Americans in the Colored Alliance—that is, between its black leadership 
and rank and file—and points to the pressures faced by some of the wealthier 
black leadership in relation to local white farmers.51

While the vast majority of the Colored Alliance’s presidents, secretaries, and 
state lecturers were black, there were several white state superintendents, in 
addition to the organization’s general superintendent Humphrey. White Colored 
Alliance state superintendents included Alabama’s Harry G. McCall (who also 
served as the editor of the Montgomery Alliance Advocate), North Carolina and 
Virginia’s Joseph J. Rogers, and Kentucky’s F. T. Rogers.52 Given the racial dis-
crimination that infused the dominant culture and institutions of U.S. society, 
the role of white organizers in the Colored Alliance—characterized as “an Afri-
can union” by one of its opponents—was designed to bolster the growth of Black 
Populism. White leaders such as Humphrey were more easily able to establish 
ties with segregated white agrarian and labor organizations that shared common 
interests with black organizations than were their black counterparts.53 Similarly, 
white leaders did not face the kinds of barriers that African American leaders 
confronted when attempting to reach or speak with the white press (although 
it is also true that white leaders were not fully shielded from discrimination or 
physical attacks). As national spokesperson, Humphrey was therefore an impor-
tant asset to the Colored Alliance, as were other white leaders locally.

From the outset, Black Populism proved to be an integrated movement. 
This was unlike the white Populist movement with its fully segregated organi-
zations, including the white Southern Farmers’ Alliance and Florida Farmers’ 
Union—both of which had provisions in their bylaws explicitly excluding Afri-
can Americans; the former from its inception, the latter beginning in 1889. While 
the southern white Populist organizations excluded African Americans from 
their membership, the white Northern Farmers’ Alliance did not. And while the 
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national Colored Alliance made a retaliatory declaration in 1888 that it would, as 
a matter of principal, exclude white members in response to black members being 
excluded from the southern white Alliance, state-based Colored Alliance chapters 
did not exclude white participants willing to help grow the organization.

A word on “race” as a political concept and activity: Just as there had been 
“Black Republicans” during Reconstruction who were white (the term “Black 
Republican” having been principally used by Democrats to deride their oppo-
nents), so had white leaders emerged as Black Populists—their defining charac-
teristic not being their race, but their participation in building the movement to 
empower black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers through a variety 
of tactics. In other words, “Black Populist” designates an activity rather than a 
fixed racial identity. Under this definition, white men such as Humphrey, Harry 
McCall, and Joseph Rogers of the Colored Alliance, Hiram Hover of the Coopera-
tive Workers of America, and Nicholas Stack of the Knights of Labor were Black 
Populists. Other white leaders followed them: J. W. Allen of the Alabama Colored 
Wheel, Victor St. Cloud of the Georgia Knights of Labor, T. J. Mott of the Florida 
Knights of Labor, and Garrett Scott of the Texas People’s Party. Like Humphrey, 
who had been accused of “slipping around at night . . . to organize the negroes,” 
in 1889 Mott, who was serving as the Florida Knights’ state master workman, was 
fired from his job for his “insurrectionary movements among the Negroes.”54

These white men constituted a minority, albeit an effective one, for the move-
ment. But it was African Americans who predominated among Black Popu-
lism’s leadership and the rank and file. African Americans did the lion’s share of 
expanding the movement on the ground by recruiting new adherents and direct-
ing the various initiatives of their respective organizations. Among these black 
leaders, few stand out more than a former slave turned minister who not only 
became the principal organizer of North Carolina’s Colored Alliance but also 
helped to lead Black Populism’s transition into third-party politics.

Among the most effective Black Populists to emerge from the ranks of post-
Reconstruction black leadership was the Reverend Walter A. Pattillo, a “mulatto” 
Black Baptist minister and educator from North Carolina.55 Even before the rise 
of the black agrarian movement, Pattillo was known as an exceptional organizer 
in Black Baptist circles. Born into slavery in North Carolina on November 9, 1850, 
Pattillo taught himself how to read and write. It appears that he may have been 
afforded certain privileges as a young man with relatively light-colored skin—the 
result of being the son of a white man and his black female slave.56 An apparent 
advantage to Pattillo’s lighter complexion was not having to work in the field. 
In the late 1860s he drove wagons and worked in a sawmill. In 1870, however, 
he was listed as working on a farm (possibly to augment his income); that same 
year he married Mary Ida Hart, with whom he would have twelve children. In 
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1874, two years before entering the Raleigh Theological Institute (later renamed, 
and better known as Shaw University), he received a license to preach. Unlike 
Humphrey, Pattillo was ordained. The combination of being African American 
and an ordained minister gave him much greater access to Black Baptist circles, 
through which he recruited Colored Alliance members, including the Reverend 
Robert Ikard, who became Catawba County’s Colored Alliance leader.57

Issues of race and the related concept of “color” among African Americans 
informed decisions taken by African Americans to elevate or block the rise of cer-
tain members of the community. Being lighter skinned likely worked to Pattillo’s 
benefit in a number of ways. As the historian Tiffany Ruby Patterson notes, “Color 
permeated the consciousness of African Americans . . . It was a source of pride and 
shame, status and beauty . . . It defined who was in and who was out in particular 
social circles. Color, therefore, was about power . . . It was a determining factor in 
who achieved success, position, and recognition.”58 Part of this cultural dynamic 
may have been at play when Pattillo sought funds to attend Shaw University in 
1876. Both black and white members of the community came to his assistance.

Pattillo’s home county, Granville, located in the Piedmont, was the only pre-
dominantly African American county outside of the mostly black eastern part 
of the state. In the decade prior to the Civil War the Granville census listed 
10,975 “Slaves” and “Free Blacks & Mulattoes” and 10,383 “Whites.”59 There, as 
in other counties with high concentrations of African Americans, Black Bap-
tist and Methodist churches dotted the landscape and served as centers for the 
cultivation of black leadership.60 Local black churches brought together young 
and older members of the community into a shared environment. Here, junior 
members took their lead from senior, more experienced members, assuming 
greater responsibilities. In this way, at the age of seventeen, Pattillo joined the 
General Association of the Colored Baptists of North Carolina to promote the 
newly established statewide association. Within a few years he gained a repu-
tation as a “convention stalwart” for strengthening ties between congregations 
across the state.61 His studies in theology at Shaw in the mid-1870s would bring 
him into even greater contact with other black leaders in the region, raising fur-
ther still his profile. Pattillo, a pioneer of the Black Baptist church, later served as 
a member of the Home Mission Board of the Baptist State Convention in Gran-
ville and was elected president of the Middle Baptist Association; he also edited 
the Baptist Pilot newspaper. As one of his sons later recalled, Pattillo’s ministry 
grew significantly. It is estimated that he delivered “nearly three thousand ser-
mons, including funerals, and baptized about 3,100” people over the course of 
his lifetime.62

Pattillo would use his connections to the black church to organize the Afri-
can American community and to advance his own standing. In 1883 he ran for 
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register of deeds as a Republican in Oxford, the seat of Granville County, where 
he commanded a strong following.63 However, attacks on his candidacy quickly 
mounted. As light skinned as he appeared, he was still black. His white opponent 
launched a campaign warning voters that, if elected, the “sleek, oily, negro” would 
have the authority to issue marriage licenses to white couples—presumably vio-
lating the sanctity of their unions.64 Pattillo lost the election and continued to 
serve his community; he became superintendent of schools in Granville (over-
seeing twenty-seven schoolhouses) and helped to establish the state’s first black 
orphanage, the Colored Orphanage Asylum.65

In the late 1880s, with growing economic instability in rural black communi-
ties—the result of falling crop prices, steep debt, and acutely low wages—Pattillo 
turned his attention to the agrarian movement sweeping the countryside to his 
south and west. Pattillo joined the Colored Alliance, which had been established 
in North Carolina on the heels of the Knights of Labor.66 Soon, the minister was 
spreading the Colored Alliance’s gospel of reform, bringing a wealth of experi-
ence to the task of rallying rural African Americans to the agrarian cause. In 
1890, he was formally elected as the Colored Alliance’s “State Lecturer and Orga-
nizer” and began editing the Alliance Advocate in Oxford. Pattillo also took care 
in fostering cooperation between black and white communities, understanding 
the need for allies to promote black interests. As his son recalled: “Aside from 
his ministerial work, [his strength lay] in the middle ground he occupied . . . in 
bringing about peace and goodwill between the colored and white races.”67 Pat-
tillo’s success was in part reflected in the phenomenal growth of North Carolina’s 
Colored Alliance, which by 1891 was claiming a membership of 55,000 men and 
women—a figure which roughly coincides with the number of African Ameri-
cans in rural Black Baptist congregations.68

The Colored Alliance’s entry into North Carolina was part of a general surge 
in the organization’s regional membership following the black and white Alli-
ances’ conventions in Meridian, Mississippi, in 1888. In the same city where Afri-
can Americans and white Democrats had engaged in armed conflict seven years 
earlier, the Colored Alliance and the white Alliances (Northern and Southern 
Alliances), most of whose southern members continued to be affiliated with the 
Democratic Party, began to formally cooperate with each other. The spirit of 
cooperation was short-lived, however.

Meeting separately from the white organizations, the Colored Alliance sent 
representatives to speak with white delegates in Meridian to determine possible 
areas of cooperation. Black and white delegates decided that their respective Alli-
ances should join forces against the railroad and banking monopolies from which 
their members both suffered. With virtually no oversight or regulation, railroad 
companies charged excessive prices for transporting goods to market while 
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banks and local merchants charged exorbitant fees and interest rates—anywhere 
from 20 to 200 percent. In forming a united front, the black and white Alliances 
were careful to avoid the adoption of positions likely to exacerbate differences 
between them—namely, the mostly landless and laboring membership of the 
Colored Alliance versus the high percentage of white Alliancemen (particularly 
at the leadership level within the Southern Alliance) who were either employers 
or landlords. Despite this fundamental (and ultimately, as it would become clear, 
irreconcilable) difference between the two orders, cooperation between black 
and white Populists based on shared interests took place from time to time. As 
the Southern Alliance noted in a resolution at Meridian, “Whereas, A large per 
cent of the products of this country are produced by the colored farmers and 
laborers, and a large proportion of supplies are purchased by them; therefore, Be 
it resolved, That it is detrimental to both white and colored to allow conditions to 
exist that forces our colored farmers to sell their products for less and pay more 
for supplies than the markets justify” (emphasis added).69

Pragmatic considerations drove the spirit of cooperation between black and 
white Alliance leaders. Like their white counterparts, black leaders chose to enter 
into such alliances based on their own particular interests. Within only a couple 
of years, the Colored Alliance had established itself as a small but growing force 
in the South; leaders of the white Alliance saw in the black Alliance movement 
an opportunity to enhance their own by attempting to bring organized African 
Americans into their fold. Meanwhile, black leaders saw that their demands 
could be more powerfully expressed in coalition with white allies. But the Col-
ored Alliance was neither subservient to the white Alliances nor was its leader-
ship controllable. The president of the Southern Alliance, Leonidas L. Polk, who 
later tried to undermine the Colored Alliance’s call for a regionwide cotton pick-
ers’ strike, admitted that the black order was “an entirely distinct organization”—
a statement which echoed one made by North Carolina’s white Alliance president 
S. B. Alexander in which he described the Colored Alliance as “a separate and 
distinct group.”70 Indeed, according to H. H. Perry, North Carolina business 
agent of the Craven County Alliance and president of the Riverdale sub-alliance 
in James City (an all-black town), by May 1890 over three hundred Colored Alli-
ance chapters had been established across the state. Such a widespread base of 
support, if effectively co-opted, could serve white Populist interests by adding to 
their numbers.71

White Alliance leaders at the state level, like Polk at the national level, praised 
and even offered money to Colored Alliance leaders in a bid to co-opt them. 
Joseph J. Rogers, the white manager of the Norfolk exchange in neighboring Vir-
ginia, assured North Carolina Alliance leader Elias Carr, for instance, that Pat-
tillo was “perfectly reliable” (i.e., that he could be controlled) as a spokesman.72
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However, Patillo was cautious in navigating his relationship with Carr, who was 
offering him an underwhelming sum of ten dollars to help fund his recruitment 
efforts. Scholars on North Carolina Populism, such as Craig Thurtell, acknowl-
edging that co-optation lay behind Carr’s financial support, however, have also 
concluded that Pattillo was “Carr’s obedient agent, which meant, among other 
things, no disruption of labor.” But given Pattillo’s career as an independent black 
leader, which later included his leading the call for a third party, it is more likely 
that Pattillo was effectively using the opportunity presented by Carr to expand 
the Colored Alliance for its own sake. Pattillo’s diplomacy and tact should not be 
confused with “obedience,” which is a bias that speaks to one of the underlying 
assumptions guiding existing studies on Black Populism.73

Fully aware that his black constituents would protest any arrangement that 
compromised their order’s independence (or appeared to do so), Pattillo care-
fully treaded the situation with Carr. As Pattillo put it, if African Americans 
knew “that one cent had [been given] to me in this work, they would not fol-
low me, though they knew I was working for their good.” Deciding to take the 
ten dollars, Pattillo insisted to Carr that their arrangement not be made public. 
African American leaders in the period were not above the fray of corruption. 
The interaction between Pattillo and Carr may simply be interpreted as a black 
leader being bought out for a sum of money by a white leader; it could also be 
understood as Pattillo seeing a small opportunity to use what money was offered 
to him (by whomever) to continue his organizing efforts—money to cover trans-
portation costs, for instance. Taking the whole of Pattillo’s career, it appears that 
the minister did what he deemed necessary to build the Colored Alliance.74

Pattillo, as with most other black leaders of the era and region, communicated 
his thoughts and interests to potential southern white allies in supplicating ways. 
Doing so was in keeping with the practices of the more effective black leaders in 
the South given both white political and economic domination and accompany-
ing notions of white racial supremacy. Pattillo was equally sensitive to condi-
tions facing black farmers and agrarian workers. In correspondence with Carr 
two months prior to the exchange over the ten dollars, he wrote: “Please drop 
me a few lines respecting canvass of the East, if you mean for me to postpone 
it entirely until September . . . I am ready to work at all times but know now is 
a very busy time for the farmers and hands.”75 Pattillo traveled across the state, 
recruiting members into local chapters of the Colored Alliance, working with 
whomever he could to help grow the organization. His actions express his com-
mitment to building independent black organizations: religious, educational, or, 
as with the Colored Alliance, with a focus on agrarian cooperation. For African 
Americans tied to the Colored Alliance, cooperation included working on initia-
tives with white Alliancemen when such initiatives had the chance of advancing 
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black interests. As the historian Joe Creech notes, Pattillo did not hesitate to 
work “within the Colored Alliance to procure black political support for [shared 
white] Alliance demands through the Democratic Party, and as early as 1890 
the Colored Alliance had vowed to take independent political action in order to 
secure reform if the two old parties rejected [its] demands”—a process in which 
Pattillo would play a key role.76

Like Pattillo, other black leaders in the South did not hesitate to reach out 
to white Alliancemen when necessary. The Reverend John L. Moore, the black 
superintendent of Florida’s Putnam County Colored Alliance, made overtures to 
his state’s white Alliance on the basis of shared economic concerns: “We are aware 
of the fact that the laboring colored man’s interest and the laboring white man’s 
interest are one and the same.” Similarly, P. Lawrence, the black superintendent 
of Alabama’s Lee County Colored Alliance, echoed Moore when he asserted that 
many of the goals of the white Alliances were in line with those of the Colored 
Alliance.77 Black and white farmers therefore shared concerns over high interest 
rates and transportation costs while black and white agrarian workers shared 
concerns over low wages. The theme of shared economic interests between cer-
tain black and white southerners expressed by Colored Alliance leaders prefig-
ured the famous statement by the Georgia white Populist Tom Watson regarding 
the shared plight of black and white farmers. In October 1892 Watson would 
write: “You are kept apart that you may be separately fleeced of your earnings. 
You are made to hate each other because upon that hatred is rested the keystone 
of the arch of financial despotism which enslaves you both.”78

Black and white Populists worked on specific initiatives together. In the 
summer of 1888, black and white Populists in Alabama passed similar resolu-
tions to boycott jute (the coarse material used to wrap cotton bales) after a “Jute 
Trust” sharply drove up prices. In July of that year, the price of jute jumped from 
approximately 6.5 cents to 12.5 cents per yard, forcing cotton farmers to pay an 
additional 42 cents per bale to prepare their crops for market. In response, farm-
ers began using cotton sheets to wrap their bales.79 In September, demonstrations 
against the trust were organized in neighboring Georgia. In one such demonstra-
tion, a group of young African Americans in Fort Gaines were seen pulling small 
samples of cotton from a wagon carrying a bale of cotton wrapped in jute, shout-
ing, “Here’s your pickery! Here’s your pickery!”—“pickery” being a word used in 
the era to denote petty theft.80 The jute boycott carried on for two years. In April 
1891, the trust finally capitulated to farmers’ and workers’ demands and brought 
down prices. By then, however, many farmers faced even greater economic dif-
ficulties, having been hit by an especially poor harvest that year. The conclusion 
of the boycott nevertheless marked a political victory for the thousands of people 
who participated in it.81
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Another instance of black and white cooperation took place in Louisiana. 
Leaders of the black and white Alliances joined forces to try to abolish the state’s 
lottery system. With the promise of quick riches, the state lottery appealed to 
poor black and white Louisianans. Alliance leaders said that their members were 
buying into the lottery, and thus diverting funds from their respective organi-
zations. In the process, members were creating even more debt for themselves 
by borrowing money to play. The Louisiana State Lottery Company, which was 
founded with a twenty-five-year charter in 1868, brought legal gambling to the 
state. Although it contributed $40,000 annually to the state treasury for public 
education and health care, it is estimated that it extracted far greater sums from 
the state’s population, the majority of whom were poor. The campaign to abolish 
the lottery failed, but the cooperative relationship between the black and white 
Alliances continued when their mutual goals and interests aligned.82

In addition to state-based joint ventures, the Colored Alliance engaged in other 
work with white Alliances that could more broadly impact rural southerners. In 
1890, the black Alliance sent their general superintendent, Richard Humphrey, 
to Washington, D.C., to lobby members of the Senate Committee on Agriculture 
and Forestry to enact a “subtreasury” loan program—a program initiated by the 
white Alliance. The legislation, which passed the House, but was blocked in the 
Senate, would have provided low-interest federal loans to farmers: warehouses 
were to be established where farmers could store crops when prices were low. In 
exchange, they would receive low-interest loans with negotiable notes that would 
increase the money supply; if market prices rose, the farmers could sell their 
produce at a profit.83

The Senate proceeding at which Humphrey testified sheds light on the 
dynamics of white leadership in the Colored Alliance. In the case of Humphrey’s 
testimony, he assumes a defensive, even contradictory posture, as he addresses 
powerful white government officials on behalf of African Americans. At one 
point, Humphrey declared: “I am a white man, a Southern man, and have not 
been very friendly always toward the colored people. [However] I am proud to 
see them succeed. I want them to have justice.”84 He identified himself closely 
with rural African Americans, telling the committee, “I have worked in the 
field day after day [with black farmers]; I have ploughed by their side; I have 
known them ever since I was born.” Yet he also distanced himself from African 
Americans when he came under scrutiny. Questioned by the committee about 
his assertions that the intelligence of black people was equal to that of whites, 
as evidenced by their skills in discerning differences between various grades of 
cotton, he responded: “I do not consider it superior intelligence in the dog that 
he smells better than a human being.”85 Despite such a racist statement designed 
to curry favor with the U.S. Senators, Humphrey carried out his assignment on 
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behalf of the Colored Alliances’ black leaders who sent him to lobby for the legis-
lative interests of southern African Americans (specifically the subtreasury loan 
program).

To Black Populists, Humphrey, like other white leaders in the movement, 
served a practical political function. Whether or not African Americans objected 
privately to aspects of Humphrey’s public manner, they saw him as an instru-
ment for furthering the movement’s growth. A general division of labor between 
black and white organizers of the Colored Alliance formed early on: white orga-
nizers, such as Humphrey related to the press, government bodies, and white-led 
organizations that refused to meet with or obstructed black leaders, while black 
organizers—such as Pattillo in North Carolina, Moore in Florida, or Lawrence 
in Alabama—carried out mass organizing among African Americans. However, 
such divisions of expectations and responsibilities among Colored Alliance lead-
ership were not always clear, nor did they guarantee against internal conflicts 
erupting within the organization.

Several sharp disputes arose in the early 1890s between black and white leaders 
of the Colored Alliance. In June 1891, Joseph J. Rogers, the white superintendent 
of the Virginia Colored Alliance who had been lauded three years earlier for set-
ting up the Norfolk Exchange, was now accused by members of mismanaging the 
very same cooperative exchange. Norfolk had become a center for regional black 
protest. Located in the southeastern peninsula, Norfolk was a coastal entrepôt 
linking northern and southern, as well as domestic and foreign markets. The 
Colored Alliance exchange opened with stock worth $2 a share and collected 
over $700 for operations. By 1890, the Virginia Colored Alliance had established 
organizational breadth; it counted over eight thousand black members in thir-
teen counties, with two dozen branches across the state.86 In the midst of this 
rapid growth a committee of the Colored Alliance’s national board was sent to 
Virginia to investigate the matter concerning Rogers.87

Rogers had apparently helped himself to a substantial portion of funds from 
the exchange. He not only refused to meet with the national investigating com-
mittee but subsequently failed to appear at the Colored Alliance’s statewide meet-
ing in August 1891. The office of Virginia’s state superintendent was duly declared 
vacant and an election was called pitting Rogers against William H. Warwick, 
the state’s principal lecturer and an African American.88 Delegates at the meet-
ing largely appeared to represent black farmers, as opposed to agrarian work-
ers. In addition to Warwick, Colored Alliance leaders included Frank B. Ivy of 
Mecklenburg County (a Hampton Institute graduate who served on the Colored 
Alliance’s board of directors), Reverend Edwin Austin Jr. of Appomattox County, 
D. C. Beasley of Dinwiddie County (who owned 110 acres of land), and Harry C. 
Green of Brunswick County (a tax official who owned 107 acres of land).
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Delegates unanimously elected Warwick state superintendent and proceeded 
to pass a resolution calling for the protection of its members against “the deadly 
fangs of monopoly”—a resolution directed against railroad companies and the 
American Tobacco Company (which brought together a number of tobacco 
manufacturers). The historian Jeffrey Kerr-Ritchie described Warwick’s elec-
tion and the resolutions passed as “a hallmark of freedpeople’s politics stretching 
back to Republicanism and Readjusterism.”89 The Colored Alliance noted in its 
records that day that its membership had grown to a robust 20,000, across forty-
two counties.

While internal disputes occasionally flared, external opposition to the Colored 
Alliance eclipsed any divisions that lay within the organization between its black 
and white leaders. This was especially true as Colored Alliance tactics became 
more militant, and more widely known in the South, ultimately provoking the 
wrath of the Southern Democracy. It had been one thing for African Americans 
to form organizations of their own that were devoted to education and self-help; 
lobbying for reforms under the guise of paternalistic white leadership was even 
acceptable. But it was quite another for black people to carry out boycotts and 
make demands of their own that directly cut into the profits of white merchants 
and planters—as the Colored Alliance did under the leadership of Oliver Crom-
well, a popular black farmer from Mississippi who, like his seventeenth-century 
namesake, would also lead a rebellion.90

During the summer of 1889, Leflore County, Mississippi, was the scene of 
one of Black Populism’s bloodiest engagements with the Southern Democracy. 
Leflore, where 85 percent of the population was black, was located in the Yazoo-
Mississippi Delta, an alluvial plain running some fifty miles wide and two hun-
dred miles long between the Yazoo and Mississippi rivers. The Delta contained 
some of the darkest and richest soil in the nation—ideal for growing cotton.91

As was typical of the Black Belt, local white landlords held the majority black 
population in an economic stranglehold. During the early summer, Cromwell, 
described by the New Mississippian as a “notoriously bad negro,” began encour-
aging black farmers in the county to trade with a white Alliance cooperative 
store some thirty miles away in Durant, Holmes County, instead of with local 
white shop owners who were price gouging.92 The white Alliance store, while far 
away, was near the Illinois Central Railroad line. Leflore farmers could pool their 
orders and send them to Durant to reach the larger market. Cromwell’s boycott 
was ostensibly designed to break, or at least loosen, the grip of local white mer-
chants on the black community; the outcome, however, was a brutal silencing of 
those who stood up to white authorities.93

Targeted for retribution, Cromwell received multiple death threats. In response, 
a group of seventy-five Colored Alliance members held a demonstration, marching 
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in “regular military style” delivering a message to local white authorities: “Three 
Thousand Armed Men” were prepared to “stand by” Cromwell if need be.94 The 
situation immediately grew tense and a white posse gathered on site. The Col-
ored Alliance’s show of righteousness was reminiscent of a parade fourteen years 
earlier in Clinton. Cromwell was said to have been the “main instigator of [that] 
affair” and described as “an ex-convict.”95 In a display of black power, Cromwell 
led a cavalry column at the parade in Clinton—mounted upon his horse, with 
cavalry saber at his side, he donned a stove-pipe hat topped off with a plume. The 
parade, which took place over the course of a day, was peaceful and culminated 
in a community-wide picnic. However, white vigilantes roamed the countryside 
and attacked African Americans following the picnic.96 Cromwell was targeted 
for retribution.

Fourteen years later, African Americans would again be forced to defend 
themselves. Black Alliancemen were overwhelmed by the onslaught that hit 
them. Mississippi’s Democratic governor Robert Lowry even summoned three 
white state militias to break up the “resistance.” White authorities were now look-
ing to punish and destroy, not simply disperse those who had gathered in a show 
of force against white business interests. Dozens of African Americans lay dead 
or seriously wounded as they retreated from fire. The incident was described as 
a “race riot,” as such instances of black resistance to white authority were usually 
called by the white press. After the initial dispersal of Colored Alliance members, 
white vigilantes again went into the surrounding countryside where they beat up 
African Americans, killing several in their homes. The incident was more akin to 
a massacre, as it would later be called by African Americans. Black men, women, 
and children fled into the swamps, where they hid for two days. Among those 
killed were Colored Alliance leaders Adolph Horton, Scott Morris, Jack Dial, and 
J. M. Dial. Cromwell narrowly escaped only to be tracked down a week thereafter 
while still on the run. According to family oral history, Cromwell was killed in a 
standoff, but not before “taking down” five of his assailants—members of the Ku 
Klux Klan.97

Following the massacre, the Alliance store in Durant was ordered to break all 
ties with Colored Alliance members. The combination of murders of key Col-
ored Alliance leaders and the trauma caused to the black community crushed 
the local organization; the decentralized structure of the Colored Alliance, how-
ever, allowed the Colored Alliance to continue functioning in other areas of the 
state. (As late as April 1891 there were sporadic reports of a Mississippi Colored 
Alliance assistant lecturer named McAllister organizing chapters in the state.)98

While the white press and government officials were quick to bury reports of the 
massacre, its news traveled swiftly and widely along black networks. For Afri-
can Americans, Leflore would serve as yet another vivid reminder of the lengths 
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to which the Southern Democracy would go in order to maintain control over 
black labor and other African American resources. Black Populism, however, 
contained at least in this section of Mississippi, continued elsewhere—and in 
other forms.

African Americans lobbied for policies that would benefit their communities 
and challenged existing and pending legislation on several occasions. In 1889, 
the Colored Alliance confronted the white Northern Alliance, which—unlike 
the Southern Alliance—had not excluded African Americans from its order but 
was lobbying for legislation that would hurt both black and white cotton farm-
ers in the South. The point of contention was the Conger Lard Bill, a measure to 
impose high taxes and strict regulations on vegetable oil—specifically, oil derived 
from cottonseed, the “colored man’s crop.” The Northern Alliance, with its large 
number of dairy farmers, strongly opposed the admixture of cottonseed to pure 
lard (animal fat).99

In response to the proposed Conger Lard Bill, the newly elected Colored Alli-
ance president, John S. Jackson of Alabama (replacing Jacob J. Shuffer of Texas), 
sent a telegram to the U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture. Jackson had 
emerged as one of the most prominent black leaders of the movement. He served 
as a negotiator with white Alliancemen, with whom, like Pattillo, he worked care-
fully. In addition to serving as national president, he would also represent Ala-
bama’s Colored Alliance at several national conventions, even addressing the full 
body of white Alliance delegates at the Ocala Opera House during the separately 
held black and white Alliance meetings in Florida in 1890. The telegram Jackson 
sent in response to the proposed bill read: “No legislation ever introduced into 
Congress, with the exception of the laws fastening slavery upon us, has been so 
injurious to the colored race as the so-called Conger Bill.”100 The pressing tone of 
the telegram suggests just how much harm the proposed bill would have caused 
African Americans, should it have been passed. The dispute over the bill, how-
ever, also pointed to regional conflicts between northern and southern farmers, 
temporarily (and unusually) positioning the Colored Alliance and the Southern 
Alliance on the same side against the Northern Alliance. A far more intense fight, 
however, erupted over the Lodge Bill—a highly controversial bill introduced into 
Congress in 1890 centering on federal supervision of elections. The proposed bill 
was for southerners reminiscent of federal measures taken during Reconstruc-
tion to protect black voting rights.

The Lodge Bill strongly united African Americans and, in particular, black 
leaders of the Colored Alliance in opposition to the Southern Democracy and 
its manipulation of elections. On June 26, 1890, U.S. representative Henry Cabot 
Lodge of Massachusetts introduced into Congress what detractors quickly 
dubbed the “Force Bill.” Lodge’s proposed legislation would have allowed federal 
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authorities to oversee national elections if, in a district with at least 500 people, 
50 people signed a petition attesting to electoral fraud.101 Although the legislation 
technically only applied to federal elections, the bill would have also impinged 
upon state and local election practices—igniting fierce opposition from South-
ern Democrats. The implications of such legislation was even too much for some 
white leaders who had aligned themselves with African Americans, most nota-
bly, the Colored Alliance general superintendent Richard Humphrey—a former 
Confederate. Humphrey’s opposition to the Lodge Bill was in sharp contrast to 
black Colored Alliance delegates who at the Ocala convention in December of 
1890 unanimously supported the bill. While Humphrey may have gained the 
trust of many black southerners, he was not willing to support so powerful a fed-
eral mandate. Not surprisingly, white Alliance delegates went on record strongly 
opposing the bill. While the House of Representatives passed the bill on July 2, 
1890, by a margin of 155 to 149 votes, Democrats in the U.S. Senate, along with 
eight Republicans, went on to defeat it in January 1891. As the historian Don-
ald Grant wrote, “Georgia politicians feared the North was reneging on the 1877 
Compromise . . . a northern effort to ‘Africanize’ Georgia by placing the state 
under black control.”102

The erosion of black civil rights was of equal cause of concern to African 
Americans in the Colored Alliance. Black leaders in the organization vari-
ously took up the fight against attempts to roll back legislative gains made dur-
ing Reconstruction. In the fall of 1890, for instance, Georgia’s Colored Alliance 
appealed to its state jury commissioners that black jurors be included in cases 
involving black defendants. Georgia’s Colored Alliance lecturer and legislative 
spokesman, J. W. Carter, would also lobby the state government to vote down a 
bill under consideration for a separate-coach law.103 As Carter declared, “We don’t 
want social equality. All the Negro wants is [legal] protection. You white people 
attend to your business and let us alone.”104 Unity, however, as witnessed with the 
controversy surrounding the Lodge Bill, was not always operative among Col-
ored Alliance spokesmen and leaders. Class conflicts within the organization ran 
deep. Here, interestingly, Humphrey sided not with the landed elements of the 
organization, but with its poorest members—field hands and other agricultural 
workers. The divide between landholders and non-landholders within the Col-
ored Alliance only intensified as time passed; such differences became increas-
ingly manifest as the organization’s non-landholding members bore ever greater 
and more acute economic pressures. Tensions culminated in the fall of 1891 with 
the launching of the regionwide Cotton Pickers’ Strike.

As material conditions grew worse across the South—with falling crop prices 
and plummeting wages—one faction of agricultural workers within the Col-
ored Alliance resorted to drastic measures. In an effort to secure higher wages 
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for cotton pickers, a group of black Alliance leaders prompted by rank-and-file 
members pushed for a regionwide strike—highly ambitious in its call, given the 
logistical considerations in attempting to strike across multiple states. While 
strikes had been launched previously by black agrarian workers (such as the Cot-
ton Pickers’ Strike of 1886 in Arkansas led by black Knights), the scale of the 
proposed strike in the fall of 1891 was unprecedented.105 Some black farmers who 
stood to lose if their harvests were not picked opposed the strike; other black 
farmers, such as E. A. Richardson, superintendent of the Colored Farmers’ Alli-
ance in Georgia, objected to the strike on different grounds. As he put it, “it was 
not the purpose of our organization . . . we were banded together for the purpose 
of educating ourselves and co-operating with the white people for the betterment 
of the colored people . . . such a step as this would be fatal.”106 Moreover, planning 
for the strike was, at best, minimal. Black agrarian laborers were nevertheless 
compelled to strike.

Cotton prices had fallen precipitously in the late nineteenth century—from 
approximately 31 cents in 1866, to nine cents in 1886, and then down to six cents 
by 1893. The fall in prices had a ripple effect: farmers demanded fair prices for 
their crops; workers demanded fair wages for their labor—the specific amounts 
of which depended upon where they were, as both prices and wages varied across 
the cotton-growing region. In 1886, cotton prices were as follows: Alabama (8.6 
cents per pound); Arkansas, Louisiana, and Mississippi (8.1); Florida and Ten-
nessee (8.0); Georgia and South Carolina (8.2); North Carolina and Virginia 
(8.3); and Texas (9.0). Meanwhile, wages for cotton pickers varied from 30 cents 
per 100 pounds in North Carolina to 50 cents in Texas.107 With over two-thirds of 
white Alliance officers listing their occupation in 1890 as either farmers or plant-
ers (as opposed to only 2 percent who were listed as laborers), it is no wonder that 
they were hostile toward agrarian labor strikes; white Alliance leaders tended to 
favor antitrust measures, federal subsidies, and monetary reform instead.108

As it turns out, white Alliance leaders, many of whom were large landowners, 
had little in common with either their own membership or the majority of poor, 
largely landless African Americans. As a result, the economic interests of most 
African Americans in the Colored Alliance were usually at odds with the white 
farmers and planters who dominated the white Alliance leadership. Farmers and 
planters not only sought higher prices and lower transportation costs for their 
crops, but the lowest wages possible for their workers—as lower wages translated 
into less overhead and therefore higher margins of profit for employers.

Leonidas L. Polk, the president of the Southern Alliance and a former Confed-
erate colonel, best expressed the white Alliance leadership’s perspective regard-
ing labor strikes in general and the proposed cotton pickers’ strike in particular. 
Not for one moment, he declared through his paper the Progressive Farmer, did 
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he “hesitate to advise our farmers to leave their cotton in the field rather than 
pay more than 50 cents per hundred to have it picked.” Polk went on to accuse 
the organizers of the strike of trying “to better their condition at the expense 
of their white brethren.” “Reforms,” he stated, “should not be in the interest of 
one portion of our farmers at the expense of another.”109 The double standard on 
which Polk’s statement rests reveals just how divorced white landowners were 
from—indeed in direct opposition to—the mostly landless African Americans 
who comprised the base of Black Populism.110 Moreover, that white Alliance lead-
ership in North Carolina, beginning with Polk, never objected to legislation that 
discriminated against sharecroppers and tenants, such as North Carolina’s Land-
lord-Tenant Act, underscores their class bias against agrarian laborers. Thus the 
Progressive Farmer was joined by the Caucasian, another white Alliance newspa-
per, in sternly opposing the proposed Colored Alliance’s strike.111

Prompted by black cotton pickers to take action, Humphrey called for a strike.112

Initially directed against white planters in the areas of Charleston and Memphis 
who refused to pay their workers anything over 50 cents per 100 pounds of cot-
ton picked, the call became regionwide. On September 26, 1891, fueling reports 
of a widespread strike amassing in the Cotton Belt, the Cleveland Gazette warned 
that a circular had been mailed out from Houston to “every colored sub-alliance 
throughout the country, fixing the date when the strike of the pickers [would] be 
simultaneously inaugurated, and how it [should] be conducted.”113 Specific direc-
tion and discretion, however, would prove difficult on such a wide scale.

Class dynamics within the Colored Alliance added further disorganization to 
the strike. Structural divisions between the organization’s leaders and rank and 
file—that is, between its landed and landless elements—became accentuated. 
While landed leaders of the Colored Alliance opposed the strike, Humphrey 
and a small group of African Americans formed a separate group, the Cotton 
Pickers’ League, to represent the movement’s landless black tenants and agrarian 
workers. These, the most marginalized African Americans in the South, would 
soon form the core of the strikers. From his headquarters in Galveston, Hum-
phrey “admitted the existence of the [Cotton Pickers’ League], saying it had been 
induced . . . by planters and merchants . . . to reduce the price for picking to a very 
low standard, and that the colored pickers had combined to protect themselves 
from this dictation.”114 For most, then and since, the Cotton Pickers’ League was 
synonymous with the Colored Alliance, although class differences between the 
two organizations could not be more evident.

The task of organizing the regionwide strike had begun in the summer of 1891 
and ultimately fell on the shoulders of local leaders. The strike itself was to take 
place in mid-September; the launching date, however, varied by as much as ten 
days across the South. Pickers in South Carolina and east Texas, for instance, 
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walked out on September 12, while pickers elsewhere held off for another week. 
The staggering of the strike—as much a function of the variation in peak harvest-
ing times as a lack of coordination on the part of its leaders—led to disastrous 
results. Local strike leaders were summarily fired while pickers were threatened 
with force if they did not return to work. Despite the planters’ swift retaliation, 
other outbreaks followed. The most notable took place in Lee County, Arkansas, 
where Ben Patterson, a thirty-year-old black farmworker, led local cotton pickers 
to strike.

Patterson, originally from Memphis, traveled in late August to Lee County, 
Arkansas, to mobilize cotton pickers in the Delta. For three weeks he plied the 
cotton fields in soaring temperatures, secretly recruiting local leaders willing to 
join him and help organize others to strike. Reportedly gaining the support of 
a core group of twenty-five black cotton pickers, he called for the Delta strike 
to begin on September 20. Assuming that many more pickers would join the 
strike once it was underway, he both underestimated the strength of planters’ 
control over the local black workforce and overestimated the desire and willing-
ness of black workers to follow his and other organizers’ lead. The strike, which 
began on the plantation of former Confederate colonel H. P. Rodgers, fell short of 
expectations.115 In calculating the prospects of their success, most pickers, despite 
their low wages, saw the possibility of better wages as hardly worth the risks of 
striking—imprisonment, physical harm, and the loss of current and future work. 
As was the case in east Texas and South Carolina, dozens of strikers were sum-
marily fired in Arkansas. The adamant few who persisted in their efforts were 
soon crushed. Planters came after one particular group of black strikers under 
Patterson’s lead who had been scouring neighboring areas in search of recruits.

Fighting quickly broke out between the heavily armed and mounted planter 
forces and the striking workers—most of whom were only armed with hoes, 
sticks, and knives. Planters were also aided by fighting that broke out among 
strikers and pickers. Many workers had decided to ignore the call to strike, view-
ing the prospects of a successful outcome as dim. Chaos seemed to characterize 
much of what occurred over the five days of the strike. At one point, so frenzied 
did fighting become between different groups that a white posse inadvertently 
burned a cotton gin. In the end, at least fifteen people—including two black 
workers who had refused to strike and a white plantation manager—were killed. 
At least six strikers were imprisoned. Of those killed, nine were lynched by white 
vigilantes at the instigation of planters.116 Patterson, who had been wounded dur-
ing a gunfight, was arrested and taken aboard the riverboat James Lee—ostensibly 
to be transported to a jail up the Mississippi before being placed on trial. Before 
arriving, however, he was taken to shore at Hackney’s Landing and executed by a 
group of white-hooded men.117
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In the aftermath of the strike, the white Alliance’s main newspaper, the 
National Economist, stopped printing excerpts from the National Alliance, the 
Colored Alliance’s main newspaper. Torn by competing factions among Afri-
can Americans—farmers and workers opposed to the strike, and those who had 
joined the strike—the Colored Alliance was severely weakened. The failure of 
the strike was in addition to several factors that led to the demise of the Colored 
Alliance as a regional body: the inability to sustain cooperative stores and local 
programs, limited results in lobbying elected officials for agrarian reforms, and 
the inability to create a more public “movement culture.”

According to Lawrence Goodwyn, “White supremacy prevented black farmers 
from performing the kinds of collective public acts essential to the creation of an 
authentic movement culture.” As he notes, “Within the Southern caste system, 
there could be no vast Colored Alliance cooperatives and no public demonstra-
tions of support for such cooperatives, no wagon trains stretching for miles, no 
spectacular summer encampments—nor any other public acts of solidarity . . . 
[in comparison to those of the white Alliances].”118 Public displays and demon-
strations by the Colored Alliance—which did include marches, boycotts, and 
strikes—were on a much smaller scale and scope than those of the white Alli-
ances, which regularly brought hundreds of white farmers together for publicly 
held meetings (announced in newspapers ahead of time). Mass rallies of the white 
Alliances sometimes involved thousands of people; their parades even included 
politicians’ support. The hostile conditions under which African Americans oper-
ated in the South simply did not allow for these kinds of public acts by the Colored 
Alliance; instead, Black Populists met in relatively small groups, in secret, and 
held relatively few public demonstrations.

The combination of obstacles and failures faced by the Colored Alliance 
steered increasing numbers of African Americans in the direction of those lead-
ers who had been urging independent electoral political action. Several Colored 
Alliance leaders had begun running for public office as Republicans in the late 
1880s. Lectured Crawford of Georgia’s Colored Alliance was elected to his state 
assembly as a Republican; W. A. Grant, president of South Carolina’s Colored 
Alliance, sought the Republican Party’s congressional nomination in the state’s 
first district; and the Reverend George W. Lowe of the Arkansas Colored Agri-
cultural Wheel was elected to his assembly as a Republican and then reelected on 
the Union Labor ticket.119 Absent a larger political strategy, however, these iso-
lated forays into electoral politics that depended mostly on the Republican Party 
could do little to affect the kinds of broad structural reforms that rural African 
Americans needed.

Black Populists recognized that if they were going to defeat the Democrats 
at the polls and gain majorities in local or state government, they would have 
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to work with white independents to combine their votes. Drawing on previous 
Republican-Greenback fusion experience, African Americans, most of whom 
were affiliated with the Republican Party, began working with white indepen-
dents (and disaffected Democrats) along a new trajectory, establishing a string 
of local and statewide third parties in the early 1890s. By building independent 
electoral alternatives, African Americans would no longer rely on the Republican 
Party as its only electoral vehicle. The inside-outside tactic of establishing third 
parties while making use of existing Republican candidacies and organizations—
that is, where feasible—not only set Black Populism on a new course but targeted 
Democrats’ control of the electoral process.

The formation of the national People’s Party signaled a significant shift in 
the movement. Between 1889 and 1891, operating through a series of parallel 
national conventions that brought together delegates of the black and white Alli-
ances and several other reform-oriented organizations (including members of 
the Knights of Labor and the Women’s Christian Temperance Union), African 
Americans and white third-party advocates established a new national politi-
cal party: the People’s Party. North Carolina’s Walter Pattillo, Virginia’s William 
Warwick, Florida’s John L. Moore, and Louisiana’s L. D. Laurent, were among 
the Colored Alliance leaders who emerged as key organizers in the conventions 
leading up to the formation of the national party in 1892.120 Despite the regional 
dissolution of the Colored Alliance in the fall of 1891, local chapters continued to 
shape the course of Black Populism. Local Colored Alliance chapters in Georgia 
and Texas, for instance, would help feed the growth of the People’s Party in the 
early 1890s.121 By that time the People’s Party—and the electoral tactic of running 
fusion campaigns with the Republican Party—would become the new means 
through which African Americans challenged the Southern Democracy.

“Biracial” cooperation existed at times between the two Populisms but had 
proven difficult to sustain for any substantial length of time. The wealthier white 
southerners in charge of the white Alliances generally attempted to dictate the 
terms and conditions of their relationship to their black counterparts—wit-
nessed, for example, in the treatment of African Americans in Arkansas, Mis-
sissippi, and North Carolina. The pattern continued into the 1890s, when white 
Populists saw the political advantage of capturing black electoral support. Black 
Populists, however, approached alliance making with their white counterparts 
from their own vantage point. At times, they extended themselves to white Alli-
ancemen even in the face of formidable social, economic, and political pressures 
from white and black southerners. That is, African Americans in the Colored 
Alliance supported the development of the Southern Alliance when it served 
their own interests. They did so by patronizing white Alliance cooperative stores, 
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lobbying for the subtreasury loan program, joining the boycott on jute bags, and 
fighting the Conger Lard Bill. At other times, African Americans stood in oppo-
sition to the white Alliance: they endorsed the Lodge Bill, organized the Cotton 
Pickers’ Strike, and made plain their demands for political and civil rights. Many 
white Populists had supported, or did not oppose, Jim Crow legislation—as had 
white Alliancemen in the Georgia state legislature in 1891, or the white members 
of the Louisiana Farmers’ Union who supported segregation on trains. These 
contrasting positions came from the different experiences of black and white 
southerners.122

A lesser-known distinction between black and white Alliancemen and their 
respective movements had to do with their differing views regarding private 
property. According to the scholar Ronald Yanosky, African Americans tended 
to view land in less individuated and more collectivized terms than did white 
Alliancemen. Reverend I. N. Fitzpatrick, a prominent figure in the AME Church 
in Alabama, for instance, commented to the New York World on June 19, 1892: 
“Many of the people of my section belong to the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, and 
they have adopted a single-tax platform as the only means of political salvation 
for our race . . . The success of the single tax may injure me as a landlord, but it 
will be the consummation of freedom.”123 Yanosky points out that African Ameri-
cans in the Colored Alliance—despite their emphasis on acquiring property—
displayed a commitment to a more collective kind of ownership of land “in 
which the producer was defined by his guaranteed access to natural resources, 
rather than his independent ownership of them.” He continues, “Unlike the white 
Populists, the Colored Alliance embraced a platform explicitly addressed to the 
propertyless.”124 Such differences in perspectives underscore some of the oppos-
ing interests between rural black and white southerners—the former largely 
being landless, while the latter, largely being landowners.

Black Populists distinguished themselves from most white Alliancemen in 
another critical way. A number of black leaders in the Colored Alliance were 
among the first to call for a national third party when most African Americans 
were firmly tied to the Republican Party and most white Alliancemen were 
unsure whether to break their political ties with the Democratic Party—the party 
of most white southerners. Walter Pattillo, a delegate to the Ocala convention of 
1890, was notably among the first leaders in his state to call for the formation of a 
third party.125 More broadly, as the historian Edward Ayers notes, “The black dec-
laration of independence came a year earlier than the white [southern] Alliance 
dared make the break.” Other scholars have noted how the Colored Alliance itself 
was “an early champion of the third party cause within the [wider] reform move-
ment.”126 Chief among the early third-party proponents was the Reverend John L. 
Moore, Florida’s Colored Alliance superintendent and president from Crescent 
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City, who within a year would help form the Florida People’s Party and serve on 
its state executive committee.127 Moore had earlier attempted to build bridges 
with white farmers based on shared economic interests, but now chided white 
southern Alliance members for their unwillingness to support an independent 
course of action:

The action of the [white] Alliance in this reminds me of the man who first 
put his hand in the lion’s mouth and the lion finally bit it off; and then he 
changed to make the matter better and put his head in the lion’s mouth, 
and therefore lost his head. Now the farmers and laboring men know in the 
manner they were standing before they organized; they lost their hands, so 
to speak; now organized in one body or head, if they give themselves over to 
the same power that took their hand, it will likewise take their head.128

The Colored Alliance’s growing attention to the electoral process, and its 
move toward independent and third-party politics, presented a new challenge to 
the Southern Democracy. For Black Populists, new possibilities were being cre-
ated to exert collectively organized electoral strength. After consolidating Black 
Populism as a regional force by linking and further activating networks of black 
agrarian organizations across the South, Colored Alliance leaders positioned 
themselves to shape what would become the People’s Party. The formation of the 
new party, and its selected fusion and coalitions with the Republican Party, not 
only continued the development of Black Populism, but would pose the most 
powerful threat yet to the Democratic Party in the South.
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Chapter Three

ESTABLISHING THE “NEGRO PARTY”

The fact that a man is colored should not be self-evident that he belongs to 
any particular party. As a rule the colored people are Republican, the results of 
which were perfectly natural. But more than a quarter of a century has thrown 
around him the light of intelligence . . . the two old parties have not kept pace 
with the great demands of the common people . . . Now in my view of the above 
facts . . . the one and only advantageous political course of the Negro, under 
present existing affairs, is to support the People’s Party.

—P. K. Chase, “The Colored Man and Politics,” Southern Mercury, August 11, 1892

The spectacle of two thousand armed white Populists converging to prevent one 
of Georgia’s Black Populists, the Reverend Henry S. Doyle, from being lynched 
in the fall of 1892 was unlike anything southerners had seen in a generation. 
Former Democrat Tom Watson, now a white Populist leader from Georgia 
who issued the call to arms, was dubbed insane by the press for aiding Doyle, 
a former Republican who worked with the Prohibition Party but who was now 
building the People’s Party. One Democratic newspaper editor shuddered that 
the South was being “threatened with anarchy and communism.”1 Even high-
ranking Democratic officials were compelled to recognize the political revolt 
underway. North Carolina’s Democratic governor, Zebulon Vance, wrote in 
1890, “There is an uprising of the agricultural class . . . which amounts to little 
short of a revolution.”2

The general uprising was not solely that of white Populists applying pressure 
on particular Democratic officials, such as Vance; more threatening still was the 
coming together of black and white Populists in tactical alliances via the Peo-
ple’s Party—stigmatized as the “Negro party.”3 But while Democrats employed 
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the word “Negro” as a term of opprobrium, intended to remind white south-
erners of former “horrors” brought on by “Negro rule” during Reconstruction, 
the enemies of the People’s Party were also acknowledging the contribution of 
African Americans in the formation and development of what became the most 
significant third party in the nation since the rise of that other “Negro party,” the 
Republican Party.

The outpouring of support in late October for the black minister Doyle from 
Macon, Georgia, came from white farmers loyal to Watson, who was then run-
ning for Congress on the People’s Party ticket. Rushing through the night from 
outlying areas to the village of Thomson, Watson’s supporters heeded his call 
with the urgency characteristic of the agrarian crusade. The next morning, as 
Doyle described, the village streets were “lined with buggies and horses foaming 
and tired with travel”; Doyle stood next to Watson on the court steps of Thom-
son, thanking his supporters for coming out and declared: “We are determined 
in this free country that the humblest white or black man that wants to talk our 
doctrine shall do it, and the man doesn’t live who shall touch a hair of his head, 
without fighting every man in the people’s party.”4

Watson, whose bold public pronouncements for political equality were unusual 
for a southern white man at the time, was apparently hailed as “almost a savior” 
by African Americans, according to Doyle.5 There were apparently instances of 
black women at People’s Party campaign rallies holding aloft their children so 
that they could catch a glimpse of the fiery speaker; some black women went so 
far as to breach southern etiquette (i.e., the rules of racial conduct) by shaking 
his hand. Watson spoke passionately about the right of African Americans to 
exercise their vote. He noted how black and white southerners shared mutually 
oppressive economic conditions; on that basis they could work together in the 
political arena. It was a theme he preached often, and which he also penned in 
an essay entitled “The Negro Question in the South.” As he wrote in the essay, 
“You [black and white southerners] are kept apart that you may be separately 
fleeced of your earnings. You are made to hate each other because upon that 
hatred is rested the keystone of the arch of financial despotism which enslaves 
you both.”6

From the vantage point of African Americans, Watson was helping their 
cause; but there was the white Populist side to Watson’s words and deeds. When 
Doyle came to Watson’s home for protection, the minister was directed to sleep 
in a shed near the rear of the house; those white Populists who rushed on Wat-
son’s call had not come in support of Doyle but had come to rescue Watson, 
who they believed was the person in danger. The southern Democratic Press 
would use the Doyle rescue incident to show how white Populists were betray-
ing their own people. Watson may have believed in political equality but neither 
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did he nor his fellow white Populists advocate social equality. White supremacy 
was to remain intact. Watson, who had been serving in Congress as an “Alliance 
Democrat” before breaking from the Democrats, had repeatedly voted against 
black educational funding; and the practice at People’s Party meetings of white 
Populists sitting on one side of the aisle, and Black Populists sitting on the other, 
or at the back, underscored social inequality.7 Black Populism was separate, and 
for white Populists, fundamentally unequal—a perspective which, within a few 
years, became abundantly clear as Watson effectively led the charge for black 
disenfranchisement.

By the turn of the century, Watson became one of the South’s most vocal oppo-
nents of black political rights, using his eloquence to strip the vote from African 
Americans.8 His call for black disfranchisement was made on the grounds that 
votes cast by African Americans were being stolen by Democratic-appointed 
registrars and placed in favor of Democratic candidates; using this rationale, it 
was therefore in the best interest of white Populists to simply eliminate African 
Americans from the voting rolls.9 But back in the fall of 1892 Doyle had risked his 
life to promote Watson’s candidacy on the People’s Party ticket. Watson’s words 
and deeds as an impassioned proponent of black and independent white voters 
uniting at the ballot box had served to advance Black Populism, even if Watson 
was doing so primarily (if not exclusively) to advance white Populist’s interests. 
Doyle delivered over sixty speeches to black and white Georgians that year; it 
was a campaign wracked with violence—at least fifteen African Americans were 
killed while scores of others were physically threatened and intimidated. Doyle 
was among other Black Populists who had helped Watson transform his image 
in the process of the campaign. As one scholar has noted, “Watson’s earlier anti-
black voting record in the Georgia Legislature brought him under fire from black 
audiences when he ran for re-election to Congress in 1892 as a Populist. His 
attempts to explain his record were apparently met with skepticism, and his sup-
porters were compelled to argue that Watson was . . . a new man.”10

Widespread violence used during the campaign of 1892 was, in part, a reflec-
tion of the political threat posed to the Democratic Party by the coalition of black 
and independent white voters. Tenuous as it was, a working political relationship 
had been formed between poor black and white farmers, whose mutual economic 
interests, it was argued, could indeed be advanced by joining their movement’s 
forces in the electoral arena. Tapping into the Alliance networks created in the 
1880s, grassroots organizers across the South would use the People’s Party and, 
in some areas, fusion with the Republican Party to challenge Democratic rule. 
The opportunity to bring together a variety of fledgling independent parties and 
independent-minded voters came with the U.S. presidential election of 1892. The 
national election would serve as the fulcrum around which a variety of groups 
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formed the national People’s Party—a moment seized by African Americans to 
build new alliances in order to advance their interests.

Black Populism had effectively transitioned from agrarian organizing—with an 
emphasis on lobbying for reforms while promoting economic cooperation—to 
electoral politics in the early 1890s—with an emphasis on gaining offices through 
coalition building with white independents. The transition started locally and 
grew regionwide. By 1890 in Arkansas, for instance, black and white Alliances 
were meeting (albeit separately) in the state capitol building: the white Alliance 
met in the house chamber while the black Alliance met in the senate. There was 
some symbolism to the alliances meeting in the state government building—a 
move from the countryside to the halls of political power.11 Although African 
Americans had been involved in third-party politics with the Greenback Labor 
parties in the 1870s and continued with the Union Labor and Prohibition parties 
in the 1880s, not until 1891 did independent and third-party politics become the 
principal organizing tactic of Black Populism.

Democratic control over the region did not entirely extinguish black partici-
pation in electoral politics in the wake of Reconstruction; enclaves of black polit-
ical power persisted, exercised through the Republican Party. Black Republican 
strongholds included those in Texas’ Black Belt, South Carolina’s Low Country, 
and North Carolina’s “Black Second” congressional district in the eastern part of 
the state, where Republicans regularly received over one-third of the statewide 
vote during the 1880s.12 Although few in number, African Americans continued 
to sit in southern legislatures; the Colored Wheel’s Reverend George W. Lowe of 
Arkansas and the Colored Alliance’s Lectured Crawford of Georgia were both 
elected to their respective state legislatures. Several notable African American 
congressmen were also elected in the South—George Washington Murray of 
South Carolina’s Colored Alliance was elected to the state’s seventh congressional 
district (in 1893 and 1895), and George H. White of North Carolina was elected to 
the state’s second congressional district (in 1897 and 1899).13

While most African Americans were loyal to the Republican Party, some 
African Americans were looking to diversify their political options by working 
with white independents. Beginning in the mid-1880s African Americans voted 
for selected white independents on the basis of candidates’ support for agrar-
ian and labor reform, antilynching laws, and the protection of black civil and 
political rights. A convention of African American leaders in Georgia in 1888 put 
forth their concerns by condemning the chain gang and convict lease systems, 
lynching, and the growing practice of segregation in public services and facilities; 
they deplored the exclusion of African Americans from jury duty and insuffi-
cient appropriations for the education of black children, and demanded accurate 
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ballot counting.14 Two years earlier, John Nichols, a white master workman of the 
Knights of Labor, ran for Congress in North Carolina’s fourth district as an inde-
pendent in a Labor-Farm-Republican coalition. African Americans saw his can-
didacy as one that could advance their interests. That fall Nichols campaigned 
on a platform that included shorter working hours and support for the Blair Bill. 
The bill, sponsored by New Hampshire Republican senator Henry Blair, called 
for federal support for public education and was strongly endorsed by the Col-
ored Alliance. In response to Nichols’s support for such reforms in labor and 
education, African Americans came out in force and joined white independents 
at the ballot box, providing his margin of victory.15

A similar coalition of African Americans and white independents formed in 
Alabama two years later. Under the leadership of Alabama State Wheel editor J. 
W. Allen, members of the black and white Wheels in Lawrence County organized 
themselves into the Union Labor Party. African Americans in Lawrence County 
had been active in independent politics since the late 1870s when black share-
croppers, former Whigs, and small white farmers formed the Greenback Party 
and fused locally with the Republican Party. Once again African Americans drew 
on independent coalition building to leverage their numbers at the ballot. They 
fielded a number of candidates, some of whom ran competitive campaigns for 
local offices.16

The example of Nichols in North Carolina, in particular, helps to demonstrate 
the conditions under which African Americans were willing to support white 
independents over white Republican candidates. Nichols, a former Republican, 
was among a growing number of southerners who believed that neither of the 
“old parties” represented small farmers or laborers, white or black. The south-
ern Democratic press vilified white independents like Nichols, calling them, in 
one instance, “the posthumous bastards of the Republican Party.”17 Despite such 
political attacks, Nichols went on to win the fourth congressional district seat 
with the support of fifteen hundred black and white Knights (mostly in the area 
of Raleigh). North Carolina Democratic newspaper editor Josephus Daniels dis-
paragingly attributed Nichols’s victory to a combination of “black support” and 
“hard times.”18 Winning, however, was no guarantee that Nichols would be effec-
tive once in office. As the Raleigh News and Observer noted in an editorial, “There 
is nothing more lonesome or powerless in this world than an independent in 
an American legislative assembly”—the editors could have added, especially one 
where African Americans were part of the margin of victory.19

The potential for future victories for independent white candidates through 
black electoral support was not lost on Democratic leadership. In 1888, North 
Carolina Democrats reacted to the black and independent threat by passing 
election laws that gave greater discretion to handpicked Democratic election 
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registrars to disqualify potential voters. The new law disfranchised over 25,000 
African Americans.20 When 2,000 African Americans gathered in Goldsboro, 
North Carolina, to discuss migrating out of the state, white opponents, fearing 
a hemorrhaging of black labor, called out their militia to prevent an outflow of 
cheap labor.21 The pattern of black disfranchisement continued in other parts of 
the South. In Georgia, independent political efforts challenging or seeking to 
reform the Democratic Party led to the establishment of “white primaries” in 
the 1880s, further blocking black electoral participation.22 African Americans 
who supported independent candidates and parties would do so, therefore, as 
much in response to isolated abuses of power as a way of trying to halt the over-
all erosion of black civil and political rights. Not only were individual politicians 
perceived as corrupt, but the entire political process was structurally, systemati-
cally, corrupt.

The existing political framework made it virtually impossible for African 
Americans to redress their economic concerns—high interest rates, low wages, 
lack of credit and capital—through the established political channels and insti-
tutional arrangements. Beginning in the late 1880s, the response of Black Popu-
lists was to build independent electoral organizations and coalitions with white 
independents in order to gain political leverage. But African Americans faced 
several electoral obstacles in doing so, beginning with the Republican Party. 
Starting in the late 1870s and continuing through the 1880s, black Republicans, 
along with their white sympathizers, were removed from internal leadership 
positions within the party’s apparatus. Once the beacon of black empowerment, 
the Republican Party was effectively being purged of its “black and tan” elements 
by the party’s “lily-whites.” In the process of this purging, African Americans 
lost patronage and political influence that directly affected their communities. 
Nevertheless, the party could still mobilize a core constituency of black voters as 
“the party of Lincoln.”

In the early 1890s, Black Populists, looking to maximize their political options, 
would use the Republican Party in the few remaining areas of the South where 
the purging of its African American leaders had not been fully achieved. Afri-
can Americans asserted themselves through fusion campaigns with the People’s 
Party, whose national platform may have differed substantially with that of the 
Republicans’, but whose common interest was to break up the electoral monop-
oly of the southern Democratic Party.23

In the wake of Reconstruction, ongoing physical threats (directed or carried 
out by Democratic Party officials and their operatives), combined with ballot-
box stuffing, the enactment of poll taxes, and the tossing out of votes, drove 
increasing numbers of African Americans out of the electoral process.24 Black 
voter turnout plummeted as a consequence: in South Carolina, between 1876 and 
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1888, turnout fell from a high of 96 down to 26 percent; in Georgia, during the 
same period, turnout dropped from 53 to 18 percent.25 By the late 1880s, Demo-
crats began enacting “white primaries” across the South to suppress black voter 
participation—a direct result of electoral challenges posed by black and white 
independents in the 1880s. Literacy tests, grandfather clauses, and the expan-
sion of poll taxes followed in the 1890s.26 African Americans who did try to vote 
faced multiple legal and even life-threatening obstacles as the southern electoral 
system was now designed not only to favor, but in most cases guarantee Demo-
cratic outcomes.27 Relatively low voter participation among African Americans 
was therefore a consequence of direct attacks on their voting rights, not sim-
ply black voter “apathy”—a term sometimes used to explain low voter turnout 
among African Americans in this period. “Apathy,” however, is not an explana-
tion for political behavior as much as it is something to be explained. The histo-
rian C. Vann Woodward, who while detailing the abuses faced by black voters 
in his classic study The Strange Career of Jim Crow, nevertheless states: “Caught 
between the ‘Lily-White’ policy of the Republican party and the blandishments of 
the Southern Democrats, the Negro became confused and politically apathetic.” 
African Americans, however, were neither “confused” nor “politically apathetic,” 
as much as they were living under hostile political conditions that often made it 
impossible to vote for candidates of their choosing.28

Given the political options that existed for African Americans in the 1880s, 
some took up a defensive position and resigned themselves to working with 
the ruling Democrats, believing it their best possible choice: a practical oppor-
tunity to participate in political decisions of importance to their communities, 
or simply to get something of value for themselves and their families (which 
could be anything from cash to some kind of favor, in exchange for their vote). 
Black leaders in Georgia, including the AME’s Bishop Henry McNeil Turner 
and newspaper editor William Pledger, who later became the chairman of the 
state Republican Party, lent their support to the Democratic Party, believing 
it best for the black community at that particular time.29 In 1890, black lead-
ers in North Carolina were also reported to be considering defection to the 
Democratic Party as they grew resentful of their marginalized status within the 
Republican Party.30 That same year in South Carolina, the Colored Alliance, 
with the urging of the conservative Black Baptist minister Richard Carroll (later 
called the “Booker T. Washington of South Carolina”) lined up behind Demo-
cratic gubernatorial candidate Benjamin Tillman. Though Tillman was an open 
opponent of black political rights, he nevertheless publicly spoke out against 
the lynching of African Americans. Tillman won the election, and for a time 
used his authority as governor to curb lynching—that is, before pulling back. 
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By that time, however, the South Carolina Colored Alliance had already begun 
exploring other political options.31

It appears that many African Americans, having been pushed aside by Demo-
crats and Republicans, became increasingly disillusioned with all elected offi-
cials and parties. James H. Powell, an officer of the Mississippi Colored Alliance, 
added his voice to the growing chorus of criticism against politicians for fail-
ing to fulfill their legislative promises regarding civil and political rights once 
elected. In 1890, in a letter to the National Economist, Powell wrote scathingly: 
“Down with [the] old politicians . . . send new men. It is the aim of every colored 
farmer of Mississippi to send men to our national legislature who will represent 
the farmer.” He challenged African Americans to look elsewhere: “We know that 
the men who have been sent there before will not do [right] . . . . if we depend 
upon our present members [of Congress] to do anything, we are deluded.”32 As 
Patrick Dickson correctly notes, “Powell’s letter demonstrates the growing mili-
tancy of the Colored Alliance’s political platform and could be read as an early 
expression in support of the third party movement.”33 Six months later a dispute 
ignited between black and white independents in Mississippi over two local can-
didates; the one favored by the state’s Colored Alliance prevailed and Powell soon 
shifted his efforts to help build a third party in the state.34

Over the next year, Colored Alliance leaders such as Powell shepherded Black 
Populism from agrarian organizing to independent electoral politics. The Col-
ored Alliance had already been engaged in local and state issues with legislative 
assemblies; for instance, a delegation of the Georgia Colored Alliance addressed 
its state assembly in 1891 urging that it not pass what amounted to be the first 
proposed statewide Jim Crow law.35 However, Colored Alliance members were 
now beginning to join the People’s Party to compete directly against existing leg-
islators. As Gerteis notes, following the failed Cotton Pickers’ Strike, which saw 
Colored Alliance membership dissipate, “People’s Party clubs sprang up from 
the ashes of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance.”36 Among the most prominent of the 
black Alliance leaders to move African Americans into third-party politics were 
Walter Pattillo of North Carolina and William Warwick of Virginia—the latter 
accused of “introducing politics,” and “getting his nefarious [political] work in 
the secret conclave [viz., Colored Alliance].”37 As local circumstances did not 
always permit or favor forming or entering a third party, African Americans 
in the South sought local branches of the Republican Party that could still be 
used as vehicles to advance their interests. The most notable example of this 
was George Washington Murray, South Carolina’s Colored Alliance lecturer who 
was elected to Congress as a Republican in 1893. Whether through an indepen-
dent party, fusion or cooperation with the Republican Party, or the GOP on its 
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own, African Americans sought a variety of electoral paths to strengthen their 
leverage against Democrats.38

The notion of uniting black and white voters in a new party to compete against 
the Democrats apparently held mass appeal to the rural black population—at least 
theoretically. In August 1890, Joseph J. Rogers, a white Colored Alliance superin-
tendent of South Carolina, reported that his state’s Colored Alliance, comprising 
an estimated 40,000 African Americans, was prepared to vote en masse for can-
didates mutually agreed upon with white independents.39 In December, Colored 
Alliance general superintendent Humphrey observed, “[From] the inception 
of the Alliance movement among Negroes[,] they have been in favor of a new 
political party.”40 And in Virginia, when the state’s Colored Alliance was falsely 
accused of encouraging its members to vote for Democrats in early August of 
1891, the organization issued a public statement in the Richmond Dispatch: “The 
colored [people’s] . . . salvation rests in neither of the old political parties and 
[we] are no longer slaves to either.”41

Political appeal and action, however, were two different things. Despite the 
limits of the two major parties, most African Americans were not willing to vote 
for independent candidates as Colored Alliance leaders had made it seem. As a 
resolution adopted by the Colored State Farmers’ Alliance convention in August 
1890 that noted “there should be no politics whatever in the order” demonstrates, 
entering the electoral arena had its opponents.42 The task of creating a competi-
tive national third party, building on the growth of state-based People’s parties 
(beginning with the Kansas People’s Party, followed by those in Texas, Louisiana, 
Georgia, and North Carolina), would require sustained lobbying efforts by its 
leading proponents.

The concept of a national “people’s party” was forged at a meeting of black and 
white Alliances in St. Louis during December 1889. A series of national meet-
ings followed over the next two and a half years, which included a number of 
reform-oriented and labor organizations. Meetings were held in Ocala, Florida, 
in December 1890; Washington, D.C., in January 1891; Cincinnati, Ohio, in May 
1891; again in St. Louis, in February 1892, and culminated in a national nominat-
ing convention held in Omaha, Nebraska on July 4, 1892.

Delegates to the 1889 meeting in St. Louis included representatives of the Col-
ored Alliance from Alabama, Florida, Indiana Territory, Kentucky, Mississippi, 
North Carolina, South Carolina, and Texas.43 While supporting “race co-oper-
ation,” the Colored Alliance resisted an attempted merger with the white Alli-
ances in St. Louis. The decision is indicative of Black Populism’s independence 
from the white movement. The next year, Colored Alliance delegates from across 
the South met in a parallel convention to the white Alliances meeting in Ocala, 
where the names of nearly one dozen black leaders were recorded.44 Among the 
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Colored Alliance delegates were John S. Jackson, representing Alabama; Walter 
Pattillo, North Carolina; William Warwick, M. F. Jones, and B. Langhorne, Vir-
ginia; L. D. Laurent, Louisiana; J. H. Nichols, Mississippi; John D. Norris, South 
Carolina; James C. Sanders, Tennessee; and H. J. Spencer, Texas.45

The Atlanta Constitution headlined its story on the Ocala meetings as such: 
“Black and white will unite in stamping out sectionalism. The Colored Alliance 
in Ocala ready to join a third party which will lead to the welfare of the farmer.” 
The newspaper went on to note, “The important news today is the discovery 
of . . . nearly 1,000,000 voters, organized, ready and waiting to follow the lead 
of the [white] Alliance . . . to strike out in the independent line of the people’s 
party. This body is the Colored Farmers’ Alliance.”46 The Constitution’s bold pro-
nouncement, however, failed to see or acknowledge that the People’s Party was 
not the sole creation of white Populists; rather, it was a joint creation of African 
Americans and white Populists. The historian Jack Abramowitz similarly pointed 
out that the New York Times missed, or ignored, the implications of African 
Americans building an independent political coalition with white Populists at 
the Ocala convention. Instead, the Times narrowly focused on the white Alli-
ance’s opposition to the Lodge Bill—which would have given a mandate to the 
federal government to protect voting rights where they were being demonstra-
bly violated. Unfortunately, the uniquely white perspective on the role (or lack 
thereof) of African Americans and the People’s Party would not only persist in 
the press, but, in decades to come, reflect a fundamental bias in the scholarship 
on Populism.47

Black Populists were not simply “waiting to follow the lead” of white Popu-
lists. Rather, African Americans had developed an independent political strategy 
in conjunction with white political allies; in the South, where white Alliance-
men were more reluctant to enter third-party politics (as opposed to the West 
and Midwest, where farmers were much more willing to pursue independent 
politics), Black Populists in fact led their southern white counterparts into third-
party politics. As Gaither notes, “the 1890 Ocala meeting suggested that black 
delegates were more receptive to a new party than the whites in attendance.”48

Colored Alliance leaders such as Walter Pattillo were among the first in the South 
to call for the formation of a national third party. African Americans had more-
over helped to establish local People’s parties in the South and parts of the Mid-
west. Beyond this, they participated in conventions leading up to the founding 
of the national People’s Party, and once parties were established, wrote op-eds in 
favor of the party, attended nominating conventions, campaigned on behalf of 
the new party, and voted for local, state, and national People’s Party candidates.

While St. Louis prefigured Ocala, it was the Ocala meeting that marked 
the birth of the national People’s Party; it also served as a turning point in 
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the development of Black Populism. The formation of a third party with calls 
for political reform not only alarmed Democrats but raised new concerns for 
southern white Populists. To the dismay of southern white delegates at Ocala, 
African Americans (through the Colored Alliance) asserted the importance of 
fair elections by taking a strong stance in favor of the proposed Lodge Bill to 
have the federal government oversee elections. Black delegates unanimously 
supported the bill while southern white delegates vehemently opposed the 
legislation.49 However, a considerable number of other white delegates at the 
Ocala meeting (from the West and Midwest) supported the Colored Alliance’s 
position on the Lodge Bill: over one-third of the white Alliancemen ended up 
endorsing the bill.50

Black delegates at the convention made special efforts to reach out to white 
Alliancemen, understanding the importance of allying themselves with those 
who might be sympathetic to their political goals. A Colored Alliance resolu-
tion greeted the Southern Alliance delegates and pledged the organization’s “full-
est co-operation and confederation in all essential things.”51 The resolution was 
signed by John S. Jackson of Alabama, J. H. Nichols of Mississippi, Walter Pattillo 
of North Carolina, John D. Norris of South Carolina, L. D. Laurent of Louisiana, 
H. J. Spencer of Texas, and James C. Sanders of Tennessee.52 A committee of three 
white Alliancemen responded to their overture by requesting that the Colored 
Alliance indeed work in confederation with delegates of the Southern Alliance 
and the Farmers’ Mutual Benefit Association, the latter organization claiming 
over 200,000 members.53 The white Alliance noted in its minutes at Ocala, “we 
visited the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-Operative Union commit-
tee, and were received with the utmost cordiality.”54 The spirit of cooperation—
politically/practically motivated—had been further fostered by Colored Alliance 
delegates such as Warwick, who signed an agreement calling for the union of the 
black and white Alliances on a joint reform-oriented platform.55 After careful 
consultation, the two groups adopted a series of measures and agreed to “such 
action as shall tend to unite our strength.”56 Each organization within the federa-
tion was allotted five representatives on an executive council with proportional 
(weighted) voting strength based on the estimated number of people comprising 
their respective memberships.57 Meanwhile, debate carried on among delegates 
at the respective Ocala conferences over the formation of a third party; by the 
end of the two conferences there was a call for a conference to be held in Cincin-
nati on February 20, 1891 that would focus on the question of electoral indepen-
dence. As one newspaper described, “[a] call was addressed to all who have stood 
up for independent political action.”58

Many southern white Alliance delegates had resisted a third-party break, 
insisting instead on reforming the Democratic Party. Third-party advocates 
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responded by forming a separate body, the Confederation of Industrial Orga-
nizations (CIO), to forge an independent political course of action. Humphrey, 
representing the Colored Alliance, would serve as the body’s vice president. At 
their meeting in Washington, D.C., in January 1891, the CIO—described as “an 
important precursor to the Populist Party” by Patrick Dickson—brought together 
a variety of reform organizations under one umbrella, including delegates from 
the black and white Alliances, representatives of the Knights of Labor, the Citi-
zens’ Alliance, and members of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union.59 The 
meeting of the CIO would help build momentum for a third-party break going 
into the Cincinnati meeting, which was pushed to May in order to give organiz-
ers time to bring out as many delegates as possible.

On May 19, 1891, some fourteen hundred black and white delegates and 
observers from across the country gathered in Cincinnati for a “National Union 
Conference.” Delegates met at the city’s grand Music Hall, where African Ameri-
cans and their white counterparts deliberated and sang songs. The words to one 
song went as follows:

Let us work and vote together, with a due respect to law;
Let us choose our ablest workmen, to represent our cause;

Let us say to all monopolies, just loosen up your claws!
So we go marching on. Glory[, Glory, hallelujah].60

When the official call for conference was read aloud by former Union captain 
C. A. Power of Indiana, he noted that the Colored Alliance was “a million strong 
and ever ready to do battle.” The announcement was immediately followed by 
“hearty applause” according to a New York Times reporter in attendance. Like 
the D.C. meeting in December, the Cincinnati conference represented a wide 
range of groups—including the Colored Alliance, the Northern and Southern 
Alliances, the Knights of Labor, the Farmers’ Mutual Benefit Association, the 
Citizens’ Alliance, and the Union Labor Party (it is likely that WCTU delegates 
were also in attendance given their participation in the D.C. meeting). It was a 
dramatic scene. At one point, in a show of northern and southern postwar rec-
onciliation, two older white Alliance members, Confederate and Union veter-
ans, went on stage and clasped hands; a couple of steps behind the two white 
men stood a single black member of the Colored Alliance. The hall roared with 
applause. African Americans, it was clear, would have to continuously find ways 
of inserting and asserting themselves into the affairs of white men; they did so 
independently and to their best advantage. As long as white men were willing to 
challenge the Democrats in the South, Black Populists engaged in such acts (for 
some historians, such acts were of humiliation; for those who carried them out, it 
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was a matter of practical politics). Despite the visible drive toward the formation 
of a national party, internal resistance continued to stymie progress.61

Southern Alliance delegates played the most divisive role in Cincinnati. They 
sponsored a measure that would segregate African Americans on the floor of the 
convention. Most delegates rejected this move and defeated the segregationist 
proposal. In similar fashion, the Southern Alliance’s insistence on continuing to 
lobby the Democrats for agrarian reforms before considering a third-party break 
was voted down. With momentum on their side, Colored Alliance delegates and 
other third-party advocates pressed their advantage. By the end of the Cincin-
nati convention, delegates had established a national People’s Party committee 
in preparation for the upcoming 1892 elections. With a single exception—the 
state superintendent of Georgia’s Colored Alliance, E. A. Richardson, who was 
solely committed to the Republican Party—the regionwide Colored Alliance del-
egation supported the formation of a national third party. The Mississippi Col-
ored Alliance had initially expressed reservations about pursing an independent 
political course of action that unconditionally supported any party. For them, 
reform could be “brought about by our own choice of candidates,” not neces-
sarily through a particular party—a less partisan, but less powerful stance in the 
face of bipartisan electoral domination and the visible desire among significantly 
organized groups of people in favor of a third party.62 Ironically, the pro-Repub-
lican Richardson would, like other black Republicans, side with Georgia’s white 
Alliance leader, Leonidas F. Livingston, a Democrat, in opposing the formation 
of a national third party. Reverend Henry S. Doyle, among other Black Populists 
from Georgia, however, stood in sharp contrast to the state’s Richardson/Livings-
ton faction. The larger body, meanwhile, had taken its next step toward forming 
the national People’s Party.63

African Americans, whose position in the emerging third party was strength-
ened by, if not a function of the grassroots networks they had built through the 
Colored Alliances, were well positioned in the early development and strate-
gic thinking behind the formation of the national People’s Party.64 With each 
national conference or convention, the split between the black and white del-
egates who favored and those who opposed the formation of a national third 
party became increasingly apparent. The independents—mostly disaffected 
black Republicans and disaffected white Democrats, the latter primarily from 
outside of the South—argued that it was not possible to reform the Democratic 
Party, given the entrenched political interests of the Southern Democracy as a 
whole. In fact, they argued, the Democratic Party stood in the way of reform. 
The anti-third-party white Alliancemen from the South countered by saying that 
any chance of reform would have to go through the Democratic Party. Their 
argument was that since it was Democrats who controlled the government in the 
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South—and held a majority in the House of Representatives, despite there being 
a Republican president (Benjamin Harrison) and a Republican-majority in the 
Senate—reform could only go through them. Of course, the very point that black 
and white independents were making was that without challenging the structure 
of authority erected by the southern Democratic Party, no reform was possible; 
Democrats were not going to voluntarily give up control.

Black and white delegates at the 1891 conference in Cincinnati would issue a 
call for yet another national convention. The meeting was scheduled for Febru-
ary 22, 1892.65 Reconvening in St. Louis, black and white representatives of the 
Alliances, as well as temperance and single-tax groups, sat together for the first 
time—participating in the deliberations as “political equals.” Many white Popu-
lists, especially those in the Northern Alliance, were apparently interested in cre-
ating a movement that would include agrarian workers and farmers. In the 1880s, 
the Northern Alliance, unlike the Southern Alliance, did not exclude African 
Americans from its organization. Some significant white leaders of the northern 
organization even declared their support for “racial solidarity.” At the St. Louis 
convention in 1892 Ignatius Donnelly, the leading white Populist from Minne-
sota, exclaimed, “We propose to wipe the Mason and Dixon line out of geogra-
phy; to wipe the color-line out of politics.”66 Ninety-seven, or approximately 14 
percent of the roughly 700 credentialed delegates at the St. Louis meeting came 
from the Colored Alliance. African American delegates in St. Louis included John 
L. Moore of Florida; E. A. Richardson of Georgia (despite his ongoing opposition 
to a third-party break); E. C. Cabel of Kansas (and then Virginia); L. D. Laurent 
of Louisiana; H. D. Cassdall of Missouri; Walter Pattillo of North Carolina; and 
William Warwick of Virginia.67 Pattillo served as one of three national represen-
tatives of the organization for the conference’s credentials committee, a position 
of considerable authority that reflected not only his individual prominence in 
the movement but, in particular, the leadership role of African Americans in the 
development of the national People’s Party.

Through measured participation, African Americans shaped the initial char-
acter of the new party. At times, black delegates held back in their words and 
actions; at others, they pressed aggressively to make their voices heard (or pres-
ence felt). Black leaders at St. Louis would initiate conversations while insert-
ing themselves into existing debate. At one point, a black representative even 
addressed the entire body of the convention. Newspapers noted a “colored Popu-
list delegate” named William Morey, who spoke to the national assembly—the 
contents of his speech, unfortunately, were not recorded.68 In less direct fashion, 
but no less significant for its visual impact, during the all-white “ceremony of 
reunion and solidarity between the Blue and Gray,” E. C. Cabel, a Colored Alli-
ance delegate from Virginia, broke tradition and joined the celebrating group of 
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white delegates on stage—shocking some, while delighting others.69 The scene 
was reminiscent of the Colored Alliance delegate at the Cincinnati meeting in 
May 1891 who had similarly physically inserted himself on stage. Some white 
delegates, however, refused to acknowledge the presence of any black delegates 
on the floor, placing yet another obstacle in the third-party path. But this time, 
instead of planning for another meeting to be held elsewhere, the majority in 
attendance proceeded by simply waiting for the convention to adjourn and 
immediately held an ad hoc “mass meeting” to continue the work of forming a 
national party.

While the stage was set for the emergence of the national People’s Party, Afri-
can Americans made sure to continue asserting their role within it. At the ad hoc
meeting, the Colored Alliance vehemently protested their “shoddy treatment” by 
certain white delegates. Rising from his seat “in a dignified but extremely earnest 
manner” amid a sea of mostly white delegates, William Warwick of the Virginia 
Colored Alliance “firmly demanded” that no racially discriminatory practices 
such as the ones previously proposed by the southern white Alliance be tolerated 
by the body; Warwick emphasized that such divisive tactics should not be per-
mitted to disrupt the process of forming a national party underway. No sooner 
did he take his seat than did a white delegate from Georgia at the back of the con-
vention nominate Warwick for the position of assistant secretary of the meeting. 
Another white delegate, this one from Alabama, moved that the “colored gentle-
man” be unanimously elected. A motion was put to the floor. Only a single objec-
tion was heard in defiance of the “several hundred” voices filling the hall with a 
resounding “aye” and Warwick was elected assistant secretary.70 At the end of the 
meeting a call was put forth for a convention to be held in Omaha, Nebraska; the 
day chosen for the convention, the 116th Anniversary of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, July 4, 1892. There in Omaha the party would hammer out its party 
platform and nominate its presidential candidate.71

Among those whose names appeared on the call to the Omaha convention 
were Warwick, along with Colored Alliance colleagues L. D. Laurent of Louisiana 
and H. D. Cassdall of Missouri. Warwick went on to urge the party’s national 
committee that a newspaper be created and edited by African Americans to help 
reach black voters. Laurent and Cassdall, who had joined Warwick at the Confed-
eration of Industrial Organizations in Washington, D.C., in 1891, were among the 
handful of Black Populists who had been driving the movement toward indepen-
dent politics.72 For several days in Omaha during the summer of 1892, over 1,400 
black and white delegates debated what the contents should be for the new par-
ty’s platform. They built upon the “St. Louis Platform,” and after much dialogue 
ratified their “Omaha Platform” and selected its presidential candidate, James B. 
Weaver, a Union veteran.73 The presence of black delegates at the convention was 
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unmistakable. Enthusiasm abounded as one white national committee member 
declared that the People’s Party had the support of upwards of 400,000 African 
Americans.74 Among the more notable African Americans at Omaha was a “coal 
black negro,” referred to only as “Brown” of Massachusetts, who marched in the 
procession during the convention’s Fourth of July celebration. As part of the cel-
ebration Brown took to the main stage; and with two of his white counterparts, 
he held up an American flag on a cane. Together, it was reported, the three men 
formed “[an] apex at the center of the stage,” demonstrating (in even more dra-
matic fashion than Colored Alliance leaders who took to the stage in Cincinnati 
and St. Louis) the presence of African Americans in the new party.75

The platform ratified by the delegates at Omaha called for a comprehensive set 
of demands: government ownership of railroads, telegraphs, and steamships; a 
progressive income tax; the direct election of U.S. senators; an eight-hour work-
day; and a subtreasury loan program. (The Omaha platform foreshadowed two 
amendments to the U.S. Constitution, various pieces of local legislation, and 
other key policies enacted in the early twentieth century.) Central to the platform 
was a call for greater paper currency harking back to the Greenbackers’ demand, 
but this time through the unlimited coinage of silver and gold.76

While black and white delegates at Omaha had settled on the nomination 
of Weaver, they appeased southern white delegates by selecting James G. Field, 
a former Confederate major and attorney general from Virginia, as the party’s 
vice presidential nominee. Weaver, a former brevet brigadier general of the 
Union army, had been elected to Congress in 1885 with the backing of the Green-
back Labor Party and helped to establish the Farmers’ Alliance in the Midwest. 
Emerging as a natural Populist candidate, he would campaign with black and 
white Populists alike. White Populists saw in Weaver’s candidacy a continuation 
of their movement; Black Populists, such as those who accompanied him in the 
Raleigh parade in the fall of 1892, saw a continuation of their own, hoping to cre-
ate political leverage against the Democratic Party through his candidacy. Afri-
can Americans were now tactically allied with white Populists. Both would have 
to rally support in their communities to make the new party competitive. For 
African Americans, however, the task involved much greater risks.

In building the People’s Party, black organizers would need to generate support 
for white Populist candidates, many of whom had been openly hostile to Afri-
can Americans. When speaking to potential black voters, they would argue that 
only by allying themselves with white independents could they have a chance at 
defeating Democrats. That is, African Americans could most powerfully exercise 
their vote by supporting the People’s Party or by voting for the Republican Party 
in fusion with the People’s Party. Most African Americans continued to support 
only the Republican Party, skeptical of white independents, who were, after all, 
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mostly disaffected Democrats who continued to deride African Americans. A 
segment of the southern black electorate, nevertheless, did embrace the People’s 
Party. In the end, numeric support for the third party was far less than either 
predicted or proclaimed by black or white Alliancemen. Black Populists, from 
Doyle in Georgia to Rayner in Texas, took the lead in the face of such cynicism 
(beyond the immediate dangers involved): campaigning for the People’s Party 
locally, training and dispatching speakers, forming party chapters, and mobiliz-
ing black voters on election days. Doing so would, of course, also mean incurring 
the wrath of the Southern Democracy.

As with other political parties, the national People’s Party derived its power 
from its state-based affiliates. African Americans would play a key role in the 
formation of People’s parties in Kansas, Texas, Louisiana, Georgia, and North 
Carolina. By the time of the national convention in Omaha, a number of other 
state-based third parties—including the Alliance Party and the Union Labor 
Party—had either been established or had grown with the participation of Afri-
can Americans.77 P. K. Chase of the Dallas Southern Mercury argued in an August 
11, 1892, editorial the case for black support for the People’s Party:78

I have said before and say now, that there is not enough political indepen-
dence among colored voters. The fact that a man is colored should not be 
self-evident that he belongs to any particular party. As a rule the colored 
people are Republican, the results of which were perfectly natural. But more 
than a quarter of a century has thrown around him the light of intelligence 
. . . the two old parties have not kept pace with the great demands of the 
common people . . . Now in my view of the above facts . . . the one and only 
advantageous political course of the Negro, under present existing affairs, is to 
support the People’s Party.79 (emphasis added)

Independents in Kansas led the way by establishing the first People’s Party. 
Launched under the banner of the Alliance Party in June 1890, it was soon 
renamed the People’s Party. The Reverend Benjamin F. Foster, a black minister 
and educator, ran for state auditor on its ticket. A string of other People’s parties 
were subsequently formed that included black leadership. In August 1891 Tex-
ans formed a People’s Party with two African Americans—the Reverend Henry 
J. Jennings of Collins County and R. H. Hayes of Tarrant—serving on its state 
executive committee. At the People’s Party state convention in Fort Worth on 
February 9, 1892 black delegates discussed why they were joining the party in 
Texas. During the first day’s session an African American man named “Watson” 
from Grayson County addressed the body. He declared, “I am an emancipated 
slave of this state . . . It is recognized that the Negro holds the balance of power, 
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and the democrats and republicans are trying to hold him down.” Like his fellow 
Texan, P. K. Chase, Watson implored African Americans to exercise their politi-
cal independence.80

Other examples of black independence were recorded in the South: in Octo-
ber 1891 two black leaders in Louisiana were considered as candidates for state 
treasurer of the newly formed People’s Party; in December 1891 Georgians estab-
lished their own People’s Party and at least two black delegates attended the 
party’s state convention in 1892.81 In North Carolina, the People’s Party, which 
was founded in August 1892, would go on to win control of the state legislature 
through a Republican-Populist fusion coalition.82

African Americans in Arkansas initially used the Union Labor Party to mobi-
lize independent black support—that is, before the party merged with the Peo-
ple’s Party in 1892. The Union Labor Party had been formed in the wake of the 
1886 midterm elections by leaders of the Agricultural Wheel to challenge the 
state’s Democratic Party. In 1888 Union Labor presidential candidate Alson J. 
Streeter, whose “interest centere[d] on agricultural pursuits and the success of 
the farmer,” received a modest 146,935 votes nationally. His vote, however, would 
help to establish the independent party’s presence in the South.83 Union Labor 
worked with black Republicans in Arkansas, effectively using fusion—so effec-
tively that Democratic legislators soon passed a state bill disfranchising large 
numbers of black voters.

In 1888 Confederate veteran C. M. Norwood ran as the Union Labor guber-
natorial candidate with Republican support in a coalition of African Americans, 
members of the Knights of Labor, and Wheelers against the Democratic Party’s 
candidate, James P. Eagle, a wealthy planter. The Republican State Central Com-
mittee resolved to decline fielding a statewide ticket that year, recommending 
Republicans to support the Union Labor candidate instead. Norwood received 
46 percent of the statewide vote (84,213 votes to Eagle’s 99,214) but it was widely 
believed that the election was stolen by Democratic registrars who deliberately 
miscounted votes. Norwood doggedly contested the election results, claiming he 
had been counted out in a number of counties. When the Democratic legisla-
ture required Norwood to supply a $40,000 bond to cover the cost of the inves-
tigation, he was finally forced to withdraw his protest. Between 1890 and 1892 
Democratic-sponsored legislation in Arkansas in turn proceeded to cut voter 
turnout by 18 percent. The legislation targeted illiterate voters in the state, which 
meant mostly black voters, but thousands of white independent voters were also 
disenfranchised.84

With the backing of African American voters, the Union Labor Party ran 
several key leaders, including Texas Colored Alliance general superintendent 
Richard M. Humphrey, North Carolina Knights of Labor master workman John 



Establishing the “Negro Party”96

Nichols, and Arkansas Colored Agricultural Wheel president Reverend George 
W. Lowe. Lowe won reelection to his state legislature through the party’s backing. 
In 1890 the Union Labor Party in Arkansas also nominated the Reverend Isom 
P. Langley for Congress in the state’s second congressional district.85 The forty-
year-old black minister was described by the New York Times as both “a labor 
candidate and a tariff reformer.”86 That same year, another black delegate to the 
state’s Union Labor Party convention asserted that African Americans “heartily 
supported [Union Labor] because they wanted a party to succeed which would 
treat the colored man like it treated the white man.”87 As the historian William 
Gnatz notes, the Arkansas Union Labor Party served as a “training ground for 
[black]-white cooperation in politics.”88 African Americans had played a sig-
nificant role in the Greenback Labor Party in Arkansas and would continue to 
do so in the state’s Union Labor Party. Not surprisingly, fusion efforts between 
the Greenback Labor and Republican parties would also lead to fusion efforts 
between the Union Labor and Republican parties, bringing black and white 
independents together into electoral alliances.89 Over the next two years, Union 
Labor leaders assisted the newly established People’s Party in further organizing 
black voters. By 1892, Union Labor merged into the People’s Party with eleven 
African Americans serving as delegates to its state convention. One of the black 
delegates, I. Glopsy, wrote a resolution that was included in the new third party’s 
platform. Explicitly designed to appeal to black voters, the resolution read, “[I]t 
is the object of the People’s party to elevate the downtrodden irrespective of race 
or color.”90

African Americans implemented their independent political strategy in 
Kansas in 1890 by fielding the Reverend Benjamin F. Foster, pastor of the AME 
church in Topeka, as state auditor on the People’s Party ticket.91 The party brought 
together members of the black and white Alliances, former members of the Union 
Labor and Prohibition parties, moderates from the Democratic Party, and disaf-
fected Republicans, black and white. African Americans had felt snubbed by the 
Republican Party, which appeared increasingly less interested in—if not opposed 
to—either nominating black candidates or offering patronage to African Ameri-
cans. During the 1890 campaign, the thirty-nine-year-old Foster gained the sup-
port of the nation’s leading black newspaper, the Indianapolis Freeman, which 
ran a front-page picture of him accompanied by a biographical sketch. It noted 
that he had studied at both Fisk University in Nashville and the Chicago Theo-
logical Seminary and then served the Lincoln Street Congregational Church in 
Topeka.92 When Foster was asked by a reporter from the Topeka Call why he 
decided to work with the People’s Party, he responded succinctly: “[I]ts doctrines 
are in favor of the masses and against monopolies. It is the party of the poor 
man.”93 Foster’s stature among African Americans, combined with his growing 
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presence in the third party, would assure him the chairmanship of an outdoor 
rally in the fall of 1891. The rally featured the then presumptive presidential can-
didate of the People’s Party, Leonidas L. Polk. Polk, who also served as the presi-
dent of the Southern Alliance, was briefly joined on stage by Foster, displaying a 
black and independent coalition in the making.94

Foster proved a strong crossover candidate, linking white independents and 
disaffected black Republicans. While losing the election, Foster ran some 6,000 
votes ahead of his own “fusion ticket” (no formal fusion existed in Kansas in 
1890). In two predominantly black districts, Foster outpolled white Populists 
on the ticket by a margin of two to one. This combined with the fact that the 
Republicans tallied 15,000 votes fewer than in the previous statewide election, 
suggests that a segment of black voters defected from the Republican Party to 
support Foster on the People’s Party ticket; it also shows that Foster commanded 
independent white support.95 In 1890 the People’s Party won three-fourths of 
the ninety-one seats in the Kansas state legislature, including the only state sen-
ate seat that had been up for election, as well as five congressional seats. The 
party received votes from a cross-section of voters: Republicans (35.94 percent), 
Democrats (30.94 percent), Union Laborites (29.35 percent), and Prohibitionists 
(3.77 percent).96 The highest percentage of votes came from small towns, with 
populations of fewer than 5,000 people—pointing to the party’s more rural base 
of support.97

Following the 1890 election, Foster and other Black Populists continued to 
build support for the People’s Party. Newspapers reported a slow but growing 
presence of African Americans in the party over the next two years. The Topeka 
Weekly Call commented in November of 1892: “in some sections of the state 
there were breaks in the solid colored voters towards the People’s Party.” Another 
paper noted how “leaders of the colored people of this city [were] distributing 
People’s party tickets.”98 In July of that year at least one African American was 
part of the Kansas delegation representing the state at the founding convention 
of the national People’s Party in Omaha.99 Another Black Populist from Kansas, 
Lutie A. Lytle, who would later hold the distinction of becoming the first woman 
to teach law at the university level in the South, served as the party’s assistant 
enrolling clerk in 1895.100

Lytle was born in Murfreesboro, Tennessee in 1875. In 1882, her parents, John 
and Mary Ann “Mollie,” her three siblings, and grandmother moved to Kansas as 
part of the Exoduster movement. Her father operated a barbershop in downtown 
Topeka and was a leader of the anti-Republican progressive Populist Flambeau 
Club, which he helped to organize in 1893; the club was an arm of the Kansas 
People’s Party. John Lytle was subsequently nominated by the People’s Party 
for Register of Deeds in Shawnee County as part of a fusion ticket. While he 
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never won public office, the elder Lytle’s political activism clearly influenced his 
daughter. In 1895, at the age of twenty, Lytle was appointed as the People’s Party’s 
assistant enrolling clerk in the Kansas state legislature, where she worked with 
legislators to facilitate political reforms. She is among the few identifiable Black 
Populist women.101 Kansas, where the People’s Party had carried the state in the 
presidential election of 1892, winning ten electoral college votes, would remain a 
hotbed of third-party politics.

Black and white independents in Texas, where the Colored Alliance was 
founded in 1886, held their first statewide People’s Party convention in Dallas on 
August 17, 1891. The Texas People’s Party was, in many ways, a continuation of 
the state’s Union Labor Party, which fought for both urban and agrarian workers’ 
rights and election reform. As a result of having an active third-party predecessor, 
People’s Party membership and influence grew relatively quickly.102 East Texas, 
with a large black population, would become the stronghold of the new party. By 
1890, the black population in Texas had almost reached 22 percent (488,171 of 2.2 
million people); seventy counties in east Texas had populations that were at least 
20 percent or more African American; and in sixteen of these counties African 
Americans virtually determined election outcomes.103

One of the two African Americans nominated to the People’s Party state exec-
utive committee in 1892, the Reverend Henry J. Jennings, reported that he had 
organized a number of “people’s party colored clubs in Texas.”104 Between July 
15 and August 14, 1892 the seventy-one-year-old Jennings spoke at political ral-
lies in fourteen counties across the eastern part of the state.105 Reports from the 
party’s statewide convention the following year conveyed similar levels of black 
support in other parts of the state. For instance, delegates from southern Texas 
boasted that “the colored people are coming into the new party in squads and 
companies. They have colored third party speakers and are organizing colored 
clubs.” Such enthusiasm, however, did not necessarily or immediately translate 
into votes for the People’s Party.106

The networks of farmers and sharecroppers organized by the Texas Colored 
Alliance in the late 1880s would help drive the growth of Black Populism in the 
1890s. The Colored Alliance fueled the movement in Texas in the early 1890s by 
urging its members to join the third party and then mobilizing voters on election 
day. Notices of meetings held by the Colored Alliance in 1892 in support of the 
People’s Party in Texas would demonstrate the continuity of the Black Populist 
movement from the Colored Alilances to the People’s Party. One such notice 
appeared in the Southern Mercury on June 30, 1892. It was signed by D. H. Stilven 
and E. S. Eldridge on behalf of the Colored Alliance and called for a meeting in 
Conroe, just north of Houston.107 The Mercury and other newspapers would also 
report on the appearance of Colored Alliance speakers at People’s Party rallies 
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in several eastern counties during this period.108 References to the Colored Alli-
ance in the press, however, disappear soon thereafter. The lack of mention of the 
Colored Alliance after the summer of 1892 may suggest that black chapters of the 
People’s Party—the “colored clubs”—may have been taken over by groups initially 
organized by the Colored Alliance but were now focused on electoral politics. 
Local groups with similar aims as the Colored Alliance may have also absorbed 
elements of the black agrarian organization, such as the Village Improvement 
Society or the Farmers’ Improvement Society, the latter founded by the African 
American leader Robert Lloyd Smith, who won a seat in the Texas legislature in 
1895 as a Republican.109

African Americans from counties in east and central Texas appeared to be the 
most energized by the third-party during the 1890s. In some of these counties 
black voter turnout reached upwards of 90 percent, as in Grimes, San Jacinto, 
and Waller. While not faring as well in 1892 as many had hoped, the People’s 
Party received an estimated 35 percent of the black vote in 1894 and 50 percent of 
the black vote in 1896, largely in combination with the Republican Party through 
fusion arrangements.110 Fusion, as was the case in North Carolina, was effectively 
employed in Texas. Ultimately, however, the rise of the new “Negro Party,” like all 
other Black Populist organizations, rested on the organizing capacity of its lead-
ers at the grassroots. John B. Rayner, billed as the “Silver-Tongued Orator of the 
Colored Race,” stood out as Texas’ foremost black organizer in this period.111

Born in North Carolina on November 13, 1850, Rayner was the son of a black 
slave woman, Mary Ricks, and her owner, Kenneth Rayner, a white planter. 
The elder Rayner had been active in third-party politics before the war. He was 
elected to Congress as a member of the Whig Party and served as a leader of 
the American Party (a.k.a. the Know-Nothing Party). Placed in the care of his 
maternal great-grandparents, the younger Rayner worked on his father’s planta-
tion but was later given certain privileges, including financial assistance to attend 
the Raleigh Theological Institute (later renamed Shaw University) and nearby St. 
Augustine’s Normal and Collegiate Institute. According to Rayner descendents, 
the elder Rayner “made no effort to conceal the paternity of his child [John] 
and his two other mulatto children.” As historian and biographer Gregg Cantrell 
further notes, “To criticize a wealthy southern planter-politician [for having an 
illicit affair with a slave] nearly always would have backfired, so common was 
the vice among Rayner’s [white] contemporaries.” As one former North Caro-
lina slave put it, having such relationships was “a general thing ’mong the slave 
owners.”112

In 1867, Kenneth Rayner, having lost a good deal of money in the course of 
the Civil War (he was initially opposed to secession but then reversed himself), 
decided to move his white family to Memphis, Tennessee, where he held other 
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land. The younger Rayner and his two fellow “mulatto” sisters, however, were left 
in North Carolina, but not without financial provisions. Having fulfilled what he 
perceived as his paternal responsibilities, the elder Rayner left North Carolina 
without any further communication with his black children. As Cantrell poi-
gnantly observes, “Such was the legacy of slavery and racism in the South; blacks 
and whites found their lives undeniably interconnected, yet worlds apart.”113

As it turns out, John B. Rayner and North Carolina Black Populist leader Wal-
ter Pattillo (also the son of a white planter and a black slave mother) were born 
within the same week in neighboring counties. Like Pattillo, Rayner was light 
skinned—so light that he was sometimes called a “white nigger” by southern 
white men; he was also viewed with suspicion by some African Americans, as 
he could almost “pass” for white. Cantrell describes him as having been “rela-
tively short in stature, but built like a bull.” He seemed to be of two worlds: While 
his accent resembled an upper-class white southerner, he knew and effectively 
employed the common black vernacular, especially when mass organizing. How-
ever, “[his] broad nose and wavy hair,” according to Cantrell, “suggested his Afri-
can ancestry more than did his parchment-colored complexion.”114

Growing up near each other and having both graduated from Shaw, Pattillo 
and Rayner are likely to have known each other or, at the very least, known of 
each other. Growing up, however, Rayner had advantages that Pattillo did not: 
as Cantrell describes, “Even for a slave boy, reaching adolescence in the Kenneth 
Rayner household a few blocks away from the state capitol must have provided 
unusual opportunities to observe politics.” The Rayner mansion was apparently 
a social scene that brought together many of the state’s leading political figures. 
The young Rayner would have been privy to the ways in which white politicians 
operated at close quarters—lessons that he took with him to Texas, a thousand 
miles away and nearly a quarter of a century later, where and when he matured 
as a Black Populist organizer.115

Between 1870 and 1872, after completing most of his studies and briefly teach-
ing, Rayner made his first foray into the world of politics. Leaving his home 
in Raleigh and heading eastward, he decided to settle in Tarboro, Edgecombe 
County. Edgecombe was a Republican Party stronghold at the time with a partic-
ularly large black population—in 1870, two-thirds of the county’s 23,000 inhabit-
ants were African American; it was also part of North Carolina’s “Black Second” 
congressional district. There, in 1873, Rayner secured a Republican appointment, 
serving as a constable of the grand jury of the superior court. In 1875 he was 
elected justice of the peace in Tarboro, a position he served in for the remain-
der of Reconstruction, at which point he returned to teaching, while setting his 
sights on Texas.116
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In 1881, among the waves of “exodusters” leaving North Carolina, Rayner led a 
migration of over nine hundred African Americans to Texas. Settling in Calvert, 
in the central-eastern part of the state, Rayner’s new home was like Tarboro, 
located in a predominantly black county. He stayed out of politics for a number 
of years, resurfacing in 1887 during a heated campaign to put the prohibition of 
alcohol on the state ballot. A supporter of the Colored Alliance’s basic tenets, 
although never a member of the organization himself, Rayner attempted to seize 
what he saw as an opportunity to divide the Democratic Party through the prohi-
bition campaign; he urged white leaders to seek support among African Ameri-
cans, politicizing a campaign that was initially designed to be “non-partisan.” He 
ran into resistance however from black Republican leaders, especially Melvin 
Wade, who later worked with Rayner in the People’s Party.

A carpenter by trade, Wade began his political career following the Civil War 
registering voters as a member of the elections board. He grew to prominence in 
Republican circles during Reconstruction, serving on the party’s statewide plat-
form committee while championing black trade unionism. During the mid-1880s 
he promoted the eight-hour workday and became one of the earliest advocates in 
the formation of a statewide black labor union. But he also strongly opposed the 
tactic of Republicans working in coalition with Greenbackers or other indepen-
dent candidates. By 1892 the political climate had changed and, like other black 
Republicans thwarted by lily-white Republicans, Wade joined Rayner and the 
Texas People’s Party. However, in 1887 Rayner and Wade were on opposites sides 
of the table surrounding the issue of prohibition.117

Rayner saw an opportunity to exploit existing divisions between “Bourbon” 
(conservative) and “agrarian” (progressive) factions within the Democratic Party 
over the issue of prohibition. In January 1887 the Texas Prohibition Party suc-
cessfully petitioned the state legislature to place on the ballot a measure for an 
amendment to the state’s constitution banning the sale of liquor. Having devel-
oped his own networks through the black farmers he had led to the state and 
in his work as a teacher, Rayner displayed his political accumen advising pro-
hibitionist leaders in the state on how to best capture black voters. Meanwhile, 
the Republican Wade stumped on behalf of the “wets” (antiprohibition forces), 
which placed him in step with the Bourbon Democrats. Rayner countered Wade 
where he could in east Texas, but to no avail. With enormous sums of liquor-
money spent on campaigning by the Bourbon forces, the prohibition measure 
was soundly defeated. Rayner, however, became known as a skilled mass orga-
nizer in the eastern counties of the state. Several more years would pass before 
Rayner’s networks, which in time spread across the entire state, became useful to 
once again challenge the Democratic Party.118
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The Texas People’s Party had been officially formed in Dallas in August of 
1891. Two months after the party’s formation, Rayner suggested to the white Alli-
ance leader Dr. Charles W. Macune, a physician and the editor of the National 
Economist, that the Knights of Labor in the South could help mobilize black vot-
ers. Unbeknown to Rayner at the time, Macune was (and remained) a supporter 
of the Democratic Party. Both black and white Alliancemen would need con-
vincing if the third party was going to succeed. Rayner was not present at the 
People’s Party founding meeting, which included fifty black and white delegates 
from different parts of the state; Wade, on the other hand, was among the del-
egates present. He, along with other African Americans at that meeting, pressed 
white delegates whether or not they intended “to work a black and white horse in 
the same field”—that is, have African Americans as equal partners in the party. 
But when white delegates responded “in platitudes,” Wade protested by leaving 
the meeting. Another black delegate, R. H. Hayes, continued pressing. Hayes, 
who had been active in independent politics since the 1880s, argued that African 
Americans would join the third party, but would only do so if black leaders were 
placed in positions of party leadership. As he put it, if white delegates did not 
take such affirmative action “the streams would be poised.” After one final push 
by Hayes, in which he took to the floor and declared, “You will lose . . . if you do 
not treat the nigger squarely,” a vote was taken and he and another black delegate 
joined the party’s state executive committee.119

Despite the visible position of two African Americans on the People’s Party’s 
executive committee, the third party received only modest support for its state-
wide ticket in the 1892 election. About one-third of the black electorate voted 
Republican while another third voted Democrat; most of the remainder boycot-
ted the election. The People’s Party fared much better in the eastern part of the 
state, where in counties like Robertson, the Greenback Party had previously sunk 
roots. In its inaugural election, the People’s Party had not made its case to black 
voters, including Rayner, who maintained a low profile in the first couple years 
of the third party’s formation. Some saw the 1892 results as a sign of weakness; 
others, including Rayner, thought otherwise. He soon joined the party, and over 
the next four years, Rayner grew the Texas organization like no other leader in 
the state, black or white. He established dozens of party chapters and ultimately 
helped the People’s Party defeat Democrats (or significantly weaken its political 
grip) in eastern Texas.

Louisiana, like Kansas and Texas, witnessed a surge of independent black 
electoral activity just prior to the establishment of the national People’s Party 
in the fall of 1891. A call for a conference to establish a third party was issued 
on October 3, 1891 to be held in the city of Alexandria, located in central Loui-
siana, just south of Grant Parish. The call, which was published in the National 
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Economist, was designed to attract a cross-section of the state’s voters, especially 
black voters. It began, “To the voters of the State of Louisiana irrespective of class, 
color, or past political affiliation.”120 A number of disaffected Republicans heeded 
the call. Charles A. Roxborough, a prominent “mulatto,” had resigned from the 
Republican Party two years earlier under protest for what he saw as the party’s 
commitment to white supremacy. He had served as an officer of the all-black 
Odd Fellows’ Louisiana District Lodge No. 21 fraternal order and was a member 
of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance. He joined the People’s Party and in 1891 was 
nominated for the office of state treasurer alongside Louisiana Colored Alliance 
leader L. D. Laurent. Laurent had been actively involved in organizing African 
Americans into independent politics over the previous two years through the 
national conventions.121

After consulting fellow black delegates, and under pressure from white del-
egates at the People’s Party meeting in Alexandria, both Roxborough and Lau-
rent withdrew their names from nomination for the office of state treasurer. The 
concern was that “it was not the proper time” for black candidates to appear on 
the state’s ballot. African Americans, it was argued, should support white candi-
dates initially to build the independent party’s white ranks. Presumably, having 
black candidates on the party’s ticket would drive away would-be independent 
white supporters. Black Populists were willing to make such moves for the larger 
goal of defeating the Democrats at the ballot. Befitting of their leadership role, 
however, Roxborough and Laurent were subsequently elected to the Louisiana 
People’s Party state executive committee. On February 1, 1892, four months after 
the meeting in Alexandria, two dozen black delegates participated in a People’s 
Party’s state meeting, where they sought to represent the political and economic 
interests of Louisiana’s rural black communities.122

During the fall of 1892, the Louisiana People’s Party received significant sup-
port among African Americans. In the state’s fourth congressional district, where 
nearly 50 percent of the population was black, nearly a quarter of the vote (23.92 
percent) went to the third party. In the fifth congressional district, 63 percent 
of which was black, the party received just under one-fifth of the vote (19.29 
percent). Such percentages of support for the People’s Party in its first election 
in Louisiana were indicators of future independent political growth among the 
state’s rural black population—in contrast with Louisiana’s highly urban first 
congressional district comprising New Orleans (with a strong Republican pres-
ence), which was 36.2 percent black, but where less than a single percentage of its 
voters cast their ballot for the People’s Party.123

The historian Joel M. Sipress describes a black and independent coalition in 
Grant Parish comprised of African Americans from the River Valley and white 
independents from the Hill Country. Here, as was the case in other parts of the 



Establishing the “Negro Party”104

South, Black Populism took expression in the early 1890s with African Ameri-
cans voting for People’s Party candidates endorsed by the Republican Party. 
Despite a growing migrant white population into Grant Parish, as late as 1890 41 
percent of the parish population was black. Sipress notes, “Black men continued 
to vote in significant numbers, and the Grant Parish Republican Party, with its 
mostly black leadership and the near unanimous support of the black electorate, 
provided the African American community with an organized political voice. 
Though lacking the numbers to elect black candidates to parish office, African 
American voters were able to exert significant political influence through the 
strategy of bloc voting. The Grant Parish Republican Party used its endorse-
ment process to deliver black votes to those local white candidates, regardless 
of party, deemed most sympathetic to black interests.” Fueling black support for 
the People’s Party in Grant Parish was the Colored Farmers’ Union, which had 
been formed in the parish in 1888 and had developed an extensive membership 
on plantations along the river valley by 1890. In 1891 the Colored Farmers’ Union 
unanimously endorsed the People’s Party ticket. African Americans in Grant 
Parish would determine virtually the entire slate of the third party’s candidates in 
the primaries, to both positive and negative reception. Positive, in that it signaled 
independent black electoral strength; negative, in the backlash to such exerted 
strength by white voters. Black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers in 
this part of Louisiana had effectively leveraged their numbers at the ballot box 
via independent black organization, but their alliance with white independents 
proved fragile.124

African Americans in Louisiana forged a political path within the state’s Peo-
ple’s Party despite hostility from certain vocal white Populists. In 1892 the editor 
of the Louisiana Populist would criticize “white Populists” of Grant Parish for 
inviting “colored Populists into their primary for nominating a parish ticket.”125

For these white Populists, Black Populists were not equal partners in the forma-
tion of the party; and, certainly there was never going to be a time to field black 
candidates on the People’s Party ticket. These white Populists viewed the party 
as theirs, despite the inclusivity of the call to conference which stated political, 
racial, and class-blind acceptance for those who wanted to join the new party. 
For Black Populists, the question remained how to leverage independent white 
discontent in the face of lily-white Republicanism, white supremacist Demo-
cratic rule, and opposition from certain white Populist leaders. Black Populists 
attempted to maintain as independent a perspective as possible. Roxborough, 
for instance, made it clear that black voters would, if need be, exercise any num-
ber of political options. At one point, he even threatened white Populists that 
black voters could just as well support Democratic candidates. But Louisiana, 
like every other state, had its own particular dynamics; here, Roxborough could 
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contemplate such a move, given the relative weakness of the Democrats. Else-
where, however, African Americans dealt with more rigid political options.

African Americans in Georgia confronted one of the most powerful Demo-
cratic organizations in the South. The launching of the Georgia People’s Party in 
the fall of 1891 created a political firestorm. With an estimated 84,000 members 
(nearly half of the rural adult black male population in the state), the Georgia 
Colored Alliance was a potentially powerful base of support for the third party.126

For Black Populists, the possibility of shifting even a portion of the ranks of the 
Colored Alliance toward the People’s Party offered a tremendous opportunity. 
However, not all of Georgia’s Colored Alliance’s leaders favored the third party. 
E. A. Richardson, who represented the organization at multiple meetings cul-
minating in the formation of the national People’s Party, remained consistently 
opposed to a political break among African Americans. A Republican, Richard-
son argued that a third party would undermine the strength, small as it was, of 
Georgia’s Republican Party.

In July 1892, two Black Populists—maligned in the southern press as “Peek 
nigger” John Mack and “nigger co-laborer” R. J. Mathews—served as delegates 
to the first People’s Party statewide convention in Atlanta. Observers noted that 
the two men “participate[d] in deliberations on party nominations, as well as on 
tactics and demands.”127 Mack seconded the nomination of the white Populist 
gubernatorial candidate William L. Peek (accounting for John Mack’s derogatory 
name in the southern press).128 Other African Americans were active in building 
the party locally. People’s Party district committees in Greene County apparently 
had equal numbers of black and white members; most district committees had at 
least one black representative. All-black committees were also created to recruit 
members. From the beginning then, Black Populists, while still a minority, were 
active in the life of the Georgia People’s Party.129

Despite the sometimes open hostility faced by Black Populists from Republi-
cans, outright attacks by Democrats, and the indignation of many white Popu-
lists, several African American leaders put their own lives on the line to promote 
white Populist candidates. The Reverend Henry S. Doyle was the most prominent 
of Black Populists in Georgia willing to support white Populist candidates—in 
particular, Tom Watson, whom he had come to admire for standing up for poor 
and working people against the parties and their financial interests. Described as 
the “young preacher” at the time of the 1892 People’s Party campaign, Doyle was 
born on January 8, 1867, in Eastman, about fifty miles south of Macon, Georgia. 
He attended Clarke University in Atlanta and Ohio Wesleyan University. He had 
experienced both social and political equality in Ohio and resolved to challenge 
southern racial conventions and practices. His contemporaries knew Doyle to be 
learned and exceptionally bold. Doyle read widely, including theology, history, 
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and political economy, in addition to current events. Included in his readings 
were Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto,
and Henry George’s Progress and Poverty—all of which he incorporated into his 
preaching and political organizing.130

W. E. B. Du Bois, who did not know Doyle but had studied his life through con-
temporary sources, described the minister as “an earnest thinker.”131 Apparently 
Doyle was also a person of great courage, as Du Bois further noted. According to 
one of Doyle’s younger followers, Channing Tobias, he was “the one minister in 
Augusta who had the courage to challenge racial discrimination, even though he 
knew that his statements might be used against him by the so-called ‘Uncle-Tom’ 
Negro type of leadership.” Tobias, an Augusta native, continued: “Not only [did 
Rayner have] the courage to challenge jim-crowism, he also had the courage to 
challenge the effectiveness of the dominant political parties.” Doyle’s work with 
the People’s Party made him famous across the state. As Tobias notes, Doyle’s 
name was “almost as much of a household word as Watson’s among the poor 
whites as well as the Negroes in Georgia.”132 Doyle had come out of the black 
church; he served as pastor of the Trinity Colored Methodist Episcopal Church, 
and was among a number of Black Populist leaders who were ministers—includ-
ing the Reverends Grimes Jr., Walter Pattillo, Benjamin F. Foster, Henry Jen-
nings, and George W. Lowe.133

Two other African Americans, Anthony Wilson and Anton Graves, joined 
Doyle’s direction and took to the stump on behalf of the People’s Party ticket 
in the fall of 1892. Wilson, from Camden County in southeastern Georgia, had 
previously served as a Republican state legislator (and was later reelected to 
Georgia’s assembly with the backing of the People’s Party).134 Like Doyle, he and 
Graves would work closely with Watson, who traveled with armed guards during 
the campaign. The campaign proved especially violent: all four organizers—Wil-
son, Graves, Doyle, and Watson—survived assassination attempts that fall. Their 
black (Populist) and independent (white) alliance posed a much larger threat 
than even they had anticipated. In late October, in the face of being lynched and 
having narrowly escaped death in Jefferson County, where a bullet meant for him 
killed a white supporter standing nearby, Doyle asked for Watson’s help. Watson 
famously responded by calling his supporters to the village of Thomson, where 
Doyle had taken shelter—albeit in the back shed of Watson’s home.135 For good 
measure, armed white Populists called into town by Watson remained on guard 
for two nights thereafter.136

The logic of black and white voters joining forces against the Democratic 
Party based upon their common economic plight was compelling as it was con-
troversial in Georgia, and elsewhere in the South. As indicated by the throngs 
of African Americans who cheered Watson when he spoke at campaign rallies, 
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his appeal to economic self-interest helped to galvanize black support for the 
third party in Georgia. However, African Americans also challenged Watson’s 
picture of a shared plight. Addressing a third-party convention in the summer 
of 1892, another Watson—a Black Populist from Texas—declared that “it is now 
useless to tell you my interest is yours and yours mine,” pointing to the very real 
socioeconomic differences that existed between black and white Populists, the 
former being predominantly landless sharecroppers and agrarian workers, while 
the latter, farmers, and often with black tenants and workers dependent upon 
them and their land.137 Nevertheless, Georgia’s Watson inspired many African 
Americans to support the People’s Party in his state, earning him the enmity of 
the Democratic Party and at least one attempt on his life. Watson additionally 
faced electoral obstruction and legal manipulation—for instance, in the form 
of gerrymandering (the redrawing of district lines by the Democratic legisla-
ture) when he sought reelection of his congressional seat in the tenth district 
in 1893. Watson would harbor deep resentment for the political injustices he 
experienced; in coming years, he expressed his frustration by lashing out against 
African Americans. He called for the disfranchisement of black voters in order to 
eliminate (for white Populists) the obstacle of stolen votes by African Americans 
placed into the Democratic camp by party-appointed registrars.138

The details of Tom Watson’s life have been extensively explored by others, 
most notably beginning with Woodward’s classic biography Tom Watson: Agrar-
ian Rebel. In brief, Watson was born in Georgia into a family of slave owners. He 
became a lawyer and one of the state’s largest landowners. He was elected to the 
Georgia State Legislature as a Democrat in 1882 and joined the Southern Farm-
ers’ Alliance. He was subsequently elected as an “Alliance Democrat” to Con-
gress in 1890 before helping to establish the People’s Party in 1892. His later life, 
marked by his decision to drive African Americans out of the electoral system, 
has come to overshadow his earlier work as an impassioned proponent of black 
and white alliance making.

As in Georgia, the message of North Carolina’s People’s Party was received 
by African Americans with a mix of enthusiasm and apprehension. Founded in 
Raleigh, the People’s Party held a statewide convention on August 16, 1892, which 
was said to be “about equally composed of Republican whites . . . negroes and 
disappointed Democrats.”139 Like the Texas organization, cooperation between 
black and white Populists in North Carolina was built on a foundation that had 
been laid by the Colored Alliance. With a strong state Republican Party and 
without the burden of fighting disfranchisement (unlike Mississippi, where the 
Republicans were weak and disfranchisement had been enacted through the 
state constitution in 1890), the emergence of the People’s Party in North Caro-
lina would present a unique opportunity for African Americans to leverage their 
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numbers against the Democratic Party through fusion. In 1892, and of particular 
significance to black voters, the People’s Party called for a secret ballot by adding 
a provision that illiterate voters receive a “fair and honest count.” The call was 
a response to Democratic Party election fraud designed to hobble Republican, 
insurgent, and independent candidacies.140

Black Republicans had grudgingly grown accustomed to discrimination at 
polling sites. Despite the black Republican stronghold of North Carolina’s sec-
ond congressional district—the “Black Second”—African Americans’ efforts to 
address issues beyond the district were limited by Democrats. African Ameri-
cans nevertheless set out to make larger changes in the state.141 Meeting in con-
vention in August 1891, black Republicans made a series of key demands: federal 
appropriations for education; support for the Lodge Bill; test cases to force 
the Supreme Court to place African Americans on juries; and county govern-
ment and election reform. Following the convention, seven African Americans 
were elected to the fifteen-member Republican state executive committee. They 
included J. T. Cheshire of Pasquotank County, Abraham R. Middleton of Dup-
lin, Edward A. Johnson and John H. Williamson of Wake, John C. Dancy of 
Rowan, J. H. Hannon of Halifax, and J. W. Pope of Northhampton.142 Despite the 
prominence of African Americans on the Republican’s executive committee and 
the party’s avowed support for issues of direct concern to African Americans, 
black disaffection with the Republican Party had been mounting. As early as 
1890, African Americans met in a series of conventions in the South declaring 
their intentions to leave the Republican Party. One group gathered in Raleigh in 
a “Negroes’ ‘Declaration of Independence’” convention, proclaiming: “The white 
Republicans have been traitors to us.”143 Black voter turnout for the Republican 
Party between 1888 and 1892 fell from 49 percent to 27 percent—a clear indica-
tion of black disapproval and unrest, accounting for much more than Demo-
cratic fraud.144

Not only were there signs of disaffection among African Americans from the 
Republican Party, but interest in exploring independent political options began 
to appear in the press. As early as 1890 the Colored Alliance vowed to take inde-
pendent political action if their demands were not met by either of the major 
parties: in Bettie County it was reported that “good, honest men” were going 
to vote for People’s Party candidates “from township constable to President of 
the United States” in the fall of 1891.145 In 1892 more than one hundred African 
Americans attended a speech given by the white Populist leader Marion But-
ler, who had joined the People’s Party after leaving the Democratic Party. That 
same year in Edgecombe County, located in the eastern and predominantly black 
populated part of the state, the People’s Party slate for office included two African 
Americans. In Vance County, northwest of Edgecombe, the Reverend Allen P. 
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Eaton led a black delegation to a People’s Party countywide convention, at which 
African Americans were nominated for general assembly and local office seats. 
Black organizers recruited African Americans who leaned independent in other 
parts of the state’s eastern counties of Halifax and Warren. And while their efforts 
brought about little success in terms of convincing black voters to cast their bal-
lot for the People’s Party, their presence helped to fuel the Republican-Populist 
fusion (which was strongly supported by black voters on the Republican side), 
which led to the Populist takeover of North Carolina’s legislature two years later.

Propagandistically or not, opponents of the movement acknowledged the 
growth of Black Populism in North Carolina. With regard to the 1892 election, 
one critic noted that “4/5 of the Colored vote will go for the [People’s] Party, 
Legislative, County and Congress[ional] tickets.”146 While overstating black sup-
port for the People’s Party, the perception of renewed black political participa-
tion connected to the rise of North Carolina’s People’s Party was not without 
basis. Black political participation in North Carolina grew 19 percentage points 
between 1888 and 1896.147 Although most African Americans (possibly even 
those who were voting for local People’s Party candidates) would end up voting 
for the Republican presidential candidate, the independent party’s presidential 
nominee that year, James B. Weaver, received a warm reception from the black 
community when he visited North Carolina. The fifty African Americans on 
horseback who paraded with Weaver in Raleigh in September 1892 embodied a 
newfound political optimism in the black community.148 Hundreds of black men, 
women, and children had joined the parade to Brookside Park, and applauded 
Weaver elsewhere in the state.149 The Raleigh News and Observer reported that 
the “procession yesterday was a motley crowd.” “[B]y actual count [there were] 
175 men and boys and negroes on horse and mule-back,” noted the newspaper. It 
continued, “There were probably 500 negroes present. Taking it all together, we 
conclude that 1,500 would cover the number of Third party people present.”150

In the days following the parade in Raleigh, newspapers captured the feeling 
among some black supporters for the independent ticket. “[N]egro marshals 
filed by,” wrote a reporter covering the parade. “‘Hurrah for Weaver,’ shouted a 
big buck Negro as he cast a significant smile at T. R. Purnell, the Radical candi-
date for Attorney General.”151

African Americans also welcomed the white female Populist Mary Elizabeth 
Lease when she came to North Carolina. Lease, an attorney from Kansas, known 
for her powerful speeches (she was famously reported to have said that farmers 
needed to “raise less corn and more hell!”), was a tireless campaigner for the Peo-
ple’s Party. The “People’s Joan of Arc” had initially become active in the temper-
ance movement, making her first political speech at a convention of the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union—one of the reform groups active in the series of 
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conventions leading up to the founding of the national People’s Party. Lease ran 
for office on the Union Labor ticket before joining the white Alliance; she then 
left Union Labor to join the People’s Party, along with a number of other white 
women in Kansas who had become politically active, including Eva Blackman 
and Annie L. Diggs.152 Lease, however, stood out among these women—as well 
as most white male Populists leaders, for her audacity and oratory. Repeatedly 
shattering the rules of gender decorum, Lease once called a “gentleman” who 
interrupted her “a long-eared animal.”153 In one instance, speaking to a racially 
mixed crowd (a double transgression of southern etiquette), she “eulogized the 
grand new [People’s] party and said a stampede was going on from both the old 
parties toward it.”154 The reporter from the News and Observer went on to report 
that “[a] crowd of negroes who stood immediately at her elbow on the stand were 
loudest of all in their applause.” Lease, like the majority of her white Populist 
colleagues, was also a white supremacist; but it was her call for political indepen-
dence that resonated among African Americans, and could be used to advance 
their movement.155

Rampant fraud during the election of 1892 makes it difficult to determine 
the actual size of African American defection toward the People’s Party; it was 
likely modest. Between 1888 and 1892, J. Morgan Kousser estimates the percent-
age of African Americans who voted for the Democratic Party went up fifteen 
points (from 19 to 34 percent), and only a single point increase among African 
Americans who voted for independent candidates—that is, from 1 to 2 percent.156

But as legal testimonies in contested election cases would illustrate, Democrats 
openly stole votes, stuffed ballot boxes, and intimidated voters, further corrupt-
ing an already undemocratic political environment in which laws were designed 
to keep African Americans from voting.157 Despite the array of political and legal 
obstacles set up by the Democratic Party, the People’s Party received over 17 per-
cent of the vote (approximately 47,000 votes) and elected eleven members to the 
North Carolina state legislature. While perhaps no more than a thousand votes 
were cast for the People’s Party by black voters, the 1892 election nevertheless 
established that the new party had potential; it was as an independent electoral 
vehicle with white Populists with whom African Americans could partner to 
challenge the Democratic Party—which they did most effectively through fusion 
with the Republican Party in 1894.158

The development of various state-based People’s parties in the South and the 
Midwest between 1890 and 1892 would feed into the formation of the national 
party in St. Louis in 1892. Establishing People’s parties was one thing; it was quite 
another to gain black support for them, as Black Populists quickly found out. The 
task was both laborious and even dangerous, particularly for African Americans. 
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If the increasingly marginalized black electorate (by dint of fraud at the polls, 
physical threats, and actual attacks) was going to be persuaded to vote for Repub-
lican candidates when fusion could advance the movement, or for People’s Party 
candidates when doing so was more advantageous, black voters would need to 
be continuously and carefully politicized. The growing dissatisfaction of black 
voters with the Republican Party that led to lower voter turnout for Republi-
can candidates did not automatically translate into votes for the People’s Party 
in 1892. After one of the most fraudulent elections recorded in the South since 
Reconstruction, the results that year showed a combination of lower overall voter 
turnout (a result of intimidation and restrictions at the polls) and an increase in 
votes for the Democratic Party (through miscounting and ballot box stuffing).159

From the vantage point of strictly winning elections, it would hardly seem 
that the life-threatening risks taken by black organizers—such as Doyle cam-
paigning for the People’s Party in Georgia—were worth the extraordinary efforts 
and risks involved. However, from the perspective of building the movement—
creating alliances with white Populists and inspiring greater independence in 
the black community—the campaigns of 1892 were a success. Black and white 
Populists had divisions among themselves. Both movements had their tradi-
tional (or “straight”) party proponents (for African Americans, the Republican 
Party; for white southerners, the Democratic Party). There were African Ameri-
cans within Black Populism and white southerners among their own movement 
who did not want to see the development of a third party. But both movements 
also had their strong third-party (or fusion) advocates. The local and national 
work of those Black Populists who wanted to diversify their political options 
(that is, lessen their dependency on the Republican Party) beginning in 1890, 
and continuing through 1892, would lead to a series of important electoral vic-
tories starting in 1894.

As was to be expected, Democrats reacted quickly to Black Populism’s turn 
toward electoral politics and, in particular, the development of the new “Negro 
Party.” The Democratic Party had several reasons for alarm: Populist presiden-
tial candidate James B. Weaver polled over one million votes nationwide in 1892 
(1,041,028 votes, or 9 percent of the vote), winning twenty-two electoral college 
votes (and while none in the South, he secured Kansas with ten electoral votes); 
Populists (some of whom were elected with the help of black voters) sat in Con-
gress, governor’s offices, and dozens of local offices in the South and Midwest; 
all the while, black and white party chapters were being established. In addition 
to Weaver’s votes, other independent presidential candidates received 285,297 
votes (an additional 2 percent of the total vote). The People’s Party also gained 
notable support in areas of Louisiana and Virginia; moreover, the party’s guber-
natorial candidates only narrowly lost in Alabama and Texas (with Republican 
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acquiescence), as well as congressional seats in Georgia, including Tom Watson’s; 
and North Carolina elected 11 (out of 170) independent representatives to the 
legislature.160

Not since the advent of the Republican Party in the mid- and late 1850s had a 
third party grown so rapidly and achieved such success. The threat posed by the 
People’s Party toward the Democrats’ reign over the South was not to be toler-
ated; the Southern Democracy would move in to quell the rebellion underway. 
Democrats, provoked by black and white Populists—having now demonstrated 
their capacity to capture, if not command a following—embarked on a campaign 
to suppress any form of opposition to their rule. With the election machinery 
firmly in the hands of the Southern Democracy—backed by the courts, state leg-
islatures, and militias they operated and controlled—the Democratic Party may 
have appeared invincible, yet black and white Populists resisted, and for a time, 
even remained hopeful.

Various agreements were adopted between the People’s Party and the Repub-
lican Party to harness the combined electoral strength of black and indepen-
dent white voters. Fusion or coalition agreements were carried out in Alabama, 
Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, North Carolina, Texas, and Virginia.161 A range 
of outcomes followed: in Mississippi and South Carolina the Democratic Party 
would prove virtually impregnable; in Texas and Georgia independents would 
make significant inroads; and in North Carolina, a Republican-Populist fusion 
would take control of the state legislature, followed by the governor’s office. 
Together, the experiences would reflect the multifaceted electoral strategy of 
Black Populism in the 1890s.
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Chapter Four

INDEPENDENT, COALITION,
AND FUSION POLITICS

To the colored man the People’s Party in Georgia is largely what the Republican 
Party was to him in this nation thirty years ago.

—The Georgia Baptist, quoted in the Progressive Farmer, October 30, 1894

By midmorning of July 25, 1896, several hundred black and white delegates, 
reporters, and observers from across the nation had arrived in St. Louis for the 
People’s Party nominating convention.1 Just four years earlier, Colored Alliance 
delegates had gathered in the city with their white counterparts to establish the 
national People’s Party. After helping to create the third party as an instrument 
for breaking the Democratic Party’s political monopoly in the South, African 
Americans now found themselves in the position of trying to persuade white 
delegates not to support the Democrats’ nominee. William Jennings Bryan had 
offered a powerful speech at the Democratic nominating convention at the Chi-
cago Coliseum two weeks earlier in favor of the unlimited coinage of silver, a 
core Populist demand. As a result, many white Populist leaders saw in Bryan’s 
candidacy an opportunity to advance their own movement. The appeal to silver 
resonated among white farmers, most of whom were in debt and sought relief 
through inflationary measures. For African Americans, however, support for 
Bryan was no less as a political capitulation to the Southern Democracy.2

Over the next several days, delegates to the People’s Party nominating con-
vention debated whether they should nominate their own presidential candidate 
or endorse Bryan—that is, fuse with the Democrats. Henry Demarest Lloyd, a 
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reporter from New York at the time covering the third-party convention, said, 
“The most eloquent speeches were those of whites and blacks explaining to the 
convention what the rule of Democrats meant in the South.” He continued, “A 
delegate from Georgia, a coal black Negro, told how the People’s Party alone gave 
full fellowship to his race when it had been abandoned by the Republicans and 
cheated and betrayed by the Democrats.”3 Another delegate, A. W. Ricker from 
Iowa, recalled “the presence of Negro delegates from the South, one of whom 
spoke vigorously against the proposed unity with the Democrats.” The black 
delegate to whom they were both referring, S. D. Walton, had seconded Tom 
Watson’s nomination for vice president. According to Walton, voting for Watson 
“made it possible for the black man to vote according to his conscience.” He and 
other black delegates backed the “middle-of-the-road” Populists, mostly from 
Texas and Georgia, who were trying to keep the People’s Party fully independent 
by endorsing its own candidates.4

African Americans, such as Walton, made plain their objections to fusion 
with the Democratic Party. Fusion—the tactic employed by African Ameri-
cans and white independents from 1879 to 1884, primarily through the Green-
back Labor and Republican parties, and then again beginning in 1894 with the 
Republican and People’s parties—had challenged the Democrats in various parts 
of the South; in 1894 a Republican-Populist fusion in North Carolina brought 
independents to power in that state.5 But while African Americans—including 
Black Populists—had at times either tactically threatened to or actually carried 
out endorsing Democratic candidates in the South (as Charles A. Roxborough 
of Louisiana’s Colored Alliance threatened Republicans in attacking the party’s 
lily-white practices, or the South Carolina Colored Alliance endorsement of 
Democrat Ben Tillman), Black Populists supported the People’s Party by itself or 
through fusion with the Republicans. For African Americans, it was one thing for 
the People’s Party to fuse with the Republican Party in the South—their common 
opponents were Democrats—it was quite another to fuse with the Democratic 
Party, the very instrument of Redeemer rule. As the historian Jack Abramowitz 
notes, “To [Black] Populists the prospect of fusion with the Democrats was a 
disaster since it would lead inevitably to the destruction of the new relationship 
that had begun to develop during the period of insurgency.”6

The Texas Black Populist John Rayner was among those who forcefully 
denounced fusion with the Democratic Party. As Charles Postel writes, “Rayner 
grasped immediately that the endorsement [of a Democratic candidate] threat-
ened to end his role and that of other black Populists in reform politics. The 
black vote would no longer be a contested vote if Populist-Democratic fusion 
cemented white solidarity at the polls. At the 1896 Texas Populist convention, 
Rayner convened a conference of black delegates to decide between ‘Republican 
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oppressive conservatism and Democratic rashness.’ Faced with such a choice, 
the People’s Party of Texas chose to support the Republican nominee William 
McKinley.”7

The fate of the national People’s Party and its state affiliates would largely be 
decided at the St. Louis convention. Would the national party endorse the Dem-
ocrats, or would it stay the independent course and select its own presidential 
candidate? Despite protests, petitions, and objections made by Walton and other 
black delegates, as well as several white delegates, the majority-white convention 
voted to nominate Bryan. The People’s Party nominated Georgia’s Tom Watson 
for U.S. vice president over the Democratic vice presidential nominee Arthur 
Sewall. However, Bryan never publicly accepted Watson as a running mate, even 
though Watson supported him. Consequently, Watson’s name did not appear on 
the ballot in a number of places. In fusing with the Democrats, the People’s Party 
convention abandoned the “middle” road, hoping to ride the coattails of the 
Democratic Party into the White House should Bryan win the election. The gam-
ble of the white Populists failed. Bryan lost the election to Republican McKinley. 
Having thrown its support to the Democrats, the national People’s Party had 
forfeited a key aspect of its independence. (Tom Watson continued to play a role 
in the People’s Party, but the party became increasingly obscure. In 1908 Watson 
ran as the party’s presidential candidate and received fewer than 30,000 votes.)

The fight over whether or not to employ fusion in the 1896 presidential elec-
tion would underscore the divergence between the strategic interests of black and 
white Populists and make plain the political vulnerabilities of African Americans 
who now wrestled to sustain their movement.8 Black Populists had forged an 
offensive approach to the stripping away of black political rights and the worsen-
ing economic plight of black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers. White 
Populists, whose concern for disfranchisement was less acute than their black 
counterparts, were more focused on monetary issues—and were thereby more 
willing to support a Democrat for president who spoke on economic issues that 
resonated with them, more easily laying aside the fact that the candidate was of 
the same party with which the Southern Democracy affiliated nationally. As the 
nineteenth century drew to a close, legalized segregation and disfranchisement of 
African Americans—Jim Crow—would come to dominate much of the South.

The demise of Black Populism bore a striking resemblance to the end of 
Reconstruction. In 1877 black Republicans had been marginalized by their party, 
which entered into an arrangement with the Democrats that effectively gave the 
presidency to the Republicans in exchange for the withdrawal of federal troops 
from the South. Similarly, twenty years later, Black Populists were marginalized by 
their national party. The second time, however, the blow was self-inflicted. Some 
historians have implied that black political efforts to ally with white southerners 
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were doomed from the beginning, but the fact is that neither Black Populists, 
nor anyone else, knew what would become of their efforts when, in the spring of 
1893, African Americans, in alliance with white Populists, helped to launch their 
multistate offensive against the Southern Democracy.

Black Populists were politically linked across the South by their desire to 
defeat the Democratic Party, even as the ways in which they proceeded from one 
county or state to the next varied—supporting insurgent candidates, running 
independents for office, or fusing with the Republican Party, depending on what 
was politically feasible and tactically advantageous to carry out. Underlying their 
efforts was the recognition that only by reforming the electoral process could they 
do anything to redress the material hardships most African Americans faced; 
that is, a fair ballot was a prerequisite for changing economic policy. In addi-
tion to systematic intimidation and orchestrated violence, African Americans 
confronted a barrage of “dirty tricks”—ballot-box stuffing, doctoring of returns, 
repeat voting, tampering with registration books, using boxes with false bottoms, 
and altering vote tallies.9 Black Populists, like their white Populist counterparts, 
readied themselves for a fight over the electoral process. As the Louisiana Popu-
list declared:

The war of the ballots will be between Populists and Plutocrats. The Popu-
lists will have for allies all honest silverites, prohibitionists and socialists; 
while the plutocrats will be divided into Democrats . . . It will be a mighty 
contest . . . between freedom and slavery. There can be no neutrality upon 
this grave and important question. Those who are not in favor of honest 
elections are in favor of corrupt elections.10

The intensification of fraud, coercion, and intimidation by Democrats was a 
political reaction to the growing strength of the independent electoral challenge 
they now faced; Democrats reserved their harshest words and deeds for African 
Americans, as well as their closest white allies within the electoral rebellion. By 
the end of 1893 the People’s Party, while having lost most of its races, had never-
theless succeeded in establishing itself as a significant political force in the nation. 
There were visible signs of the independent political impact and presence of the 
People’s Party across the nation, including the South; the over one million votes 
received by Populist presidential candidate James B. Weaver in 1892, the dozens 
of congressional seats won by Populists the year thereafter, along with three gov-
ernors’ offices and hundreds of local positions across the nation (with western 
states gaining the highest percentages of Populist votes in local and statewide 
contests), and Populist-backed gubernatorial and congressional candidates in 
Alabama, Georgia, and North Carolina only narrowly losing their races. While 
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African Americans cast only a small fraction of the votes for the third party in 
1892 and 1893, Black Populists were a visible component of the campaigns that 
urged political independence.

Depending on local political circumstances, Black Populists employed any 
one of three organizational tactics to maximize their political leverage against 
the Democrats: (1) supporting the People’s Party and its candidates; (2) sup-
porting the People’s Party’s candidates in fusion with those of the Republican 
Party; or (3) supporting insurgent Republican candidates. In the context of a 
largely single-party-dominated South—especially in states such as Mississippi 
and South Carolina—many Black Populists opted to use the Republican Party 
as their own vehicle. This notion goes against the dominant scholarly accounts 
of Black Populism (which place black Republican participation on its own as 
outside of the movement). The clearest examples of each of the three organiza-
tional tactics used by Black Populists may be seen in Georgia, North Carolina, 
and Virginia, respectively. Throughout the South Black Populists at the state and 
county levels sometimes carried out a combination of these tactics based upon 
the relative strength of the Republican and People’s parties, and the strength of 
black leadership within these organizations. Over the next two years, formal and 
informal agreements were worked out between various state and county-based 
Republican and People’s parties. Most of the arrangements were informal: in sep-
arate conventions each party endorsed the other party’s candidates, who would 
then appear together on a joint ticket. When successfully carried out, the tactic 
combined the total non-Democratic vote instead of splitting it between Republi-
can and Populist tickets (or another independent party, such as the Union Labor 
Party). While electoral success remained elusive in most southern states, a num-
ber of key Populist victories—for instance, in Alabama and North Carolina—
resulted from fusion. The North Carolina Republican-Populist fusion of 1894 
produced a majority of the seats in the state legislature, along with seven con-
gressional seats. And while the Alabama Populist Reuben Kolb lost his second 
gubernatorial race, fusion arrangements in the state sent two Populists and two 
Republicans to Congress and several to the state legislature; three of the legisla-
tive seats in Alabama were won only after a special appeal and an investigation 
were launched.11

Fusion in some counties or states was complemented by the use in others of 
the People’s Party or the Republican Party on their own. Black Populists in Texas, 
Louisiana, and Georgia initially made the People’s Party their principal vehicle. 
Georgia saw a flurry of victories, including Tom Watson’s election to Congress 
in 1890 as an Alliance Democrat (caucusing with Populists), and a few narrow 
defeats. Meanwhile, in South Carolina and Virginia, where African Americans 
only had a marginal role in the People’s Party (especially after 1893 in the case of 
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Virginia), Black Populists used the Republican Party to their advantage. Overall, 
the percentage of black votes recorded as having been cast for the People’s Party 
remained small. For instance, in Choctaw County, Alabama, where black voters 
were active in the People’s Party primaries in 1892, only 14 percent were said to 
have cast their vote that year for the third party. However, African Americans in 
Alabama continued to be active in the People’s Party. Two years later, ten “col-
ored friends” were recorded as having joined about seventy white Populists at 
the county nominating convention to select a candidate for the state legislature.12

Even some white Alliancemen in Alabama were compelled to stand up for the 
“Force Bill” to provide federal oversight for voting in the South. Though a minor-
ity voice, the reasoning of these independent white Alabamans was as forward 
looking as Radical Republicans a generation earlier: “so [that] the negro could 
get a fair vote” and that African Americans in the state not be “deprived of the 
privileges of voting for whom [they] please.”13 Meanwhile, in Georgia in 1894, 
only 15 percent of African Americans were said to have cast their vote for the 
People’s Party (with so much election fraud, it is difficult to know how many 
African Americans actually cast their vote for the third party). However, in Vir-
ginia in 1893, where the People’s Party is reported to have had at least one black 
representative on each precinct committee, 46 percent of African Americans 
were reported to have cast their vote for the third party.14 Again, the high level of 
fraud and voter manipulation make these figures—either low or high—suspect.

Even the most conservative estimates regard Kansas a leading center of Peo-
ple’s Party activism in the nation. The Kansas People’s Party won both the popu-
lar and electoral college vote in 1892. That year, African Americans were able to 
help ensure that no fusion would take place with the Democratic Party. As the 
New York Times reported in May of 1892 (“The Kansas People’s Party Propose to 
Go at it Alone”) at least one dozen People’s Party conventions were held through-
out the state to discuss the matter.15 As in all other states, most African Ameri-
cans in Kansas were affiliated with the Republican Party. However, dissent from 
that party among black voters had grown over the course of the 1880s, partly in 
response to lily-white control.

The Kansas People’s Party would receive just as high—even higher—percent-
ages of support in western states in the 1894 elections: 39 percent in Washington 
State and 41 percent in Colorado. As with several western states, the indepen-
dent movement in Kansas took the form of cooperation with Democrats, not 
Republicans. Kansas had taken the lead in forming a “People’s ticket” in Cowley 
County as early as November 1889, precipitating the statewide break from the 
two major parties among black and white Kansans.16 African Americans in the 
West were often completely left out of the People’s Party decision making—not 
surprisingly, as the percentage of the black population in western states (Texas 



Independent, Coalition, and Fusion Politics 119

being here considered part of the South) was relatively small. In most western 
states, African Americans formed less than 3 percent of the total population. 
Kansas, however, with 49,710 African Americans in 1890, did have a sizable black 
population (much of which was relatively new to the state, having come up from 
the South), and exerted their numbers where they could.17

In the South, where most African Americans lived, the People’s Party received 
a range of support; Texans and Alabamans saw one quarter to over one-third of 
their respective state’s votes go to the third party. Most black voters did not end 
up casting their ballot for People’s Party candidates, especially in plantation areas 
where black votes were particularly subject to fraud and electoral manipulation 
(in addition to intimidation of different sorts). The following table shows the 
estimated total percentage of votes cast for Populist or fusion tickets in the South 
in 1892 and 1894—or where noted, 1893, 1895, or 1896.18

Election Year 1892 / 1894

Alabama 36.60 / 47.64
Arkansas  8.07 / 19.31
Florida  21.3 / 20.68
Georgia 19.17 / 44.46
Louisiana  5.30 / 43.68 (1896)
Mississippi 19.42 / 27.2 (1895)
Missouri  7.59 / 8.45
North Carolina 15.94 / 53.78
South Carolina  3.42 / 30.4319

Tennessee  8.92 / 9.93
Texas 23.64 / 36.13
Virginia 40.8 (1893) / 28.60

Such percentages of votes recorded for Populists or fusion campaigns that 
included the People’s Party in the 1890s must be viewed with caution. There were 
multiple distortive factors involved in these elections: election fraud, the sell-
ing of votes, and laws and practices that disenfranchised voters (especially black 
voters), discriminatory registration procedures, literacy tests, the “eight-box law,” 
and poll taxes. These factors likely diminished what levels of support may have 
actually existed for the People’s Party among both black and white voters. Fraud, 
it turns out, was not only carried out by Democrats; supporters of the People’s 
Party were, at times, also guilty. However, considering that most elections were 
under the authority of Democratic registrars, official results disproportionately 
favored Democratic candidates.
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Multivariate regression analyses, specifically those attempting to correlate 
black population density in congressional districts in the South and voter turn-
out for the People’s Party, ultimately yield inconclusive results since critical data 
of election distortion (i.e., fraud) cannot be adequately measured and therefore 
included in calculations. As Edward Ayers notes, “Class or race interests, already 
complex, become even more so when refracted through the political system. 
Southern politics in the age of Populism . . . were extraordinarily intricate.”20 In 
other words, percentages recorded cannot be taken as a direct measurement for 
independent or fusion support.21 Ultimately, we can only contextualize election 
results and rely on what anecdotal evidence exist to gain a better picture of what 
kind of black support the People’s Party and its organizers were actually able to 
generate. Nevertheless, and for a variety of reasons, the fact remains that through-
out the South African Americans also voluntarily cast their vote for Democratic 
candidates. In response, black and white Populists derided these African Ameri-
can voters as “Negro Democrats.”

Of the “negro democrat,” the Atlanta People’s Party Paper published the fol-
lowing editorial:

The negro democrat is a source of inspiration and joy to all who know him. 
He holds an office. Of course he does—that’s what he came for. The pur-
pose of [his] life is to get a higher and better one . . . The negro democrat 
. . . cares nothing about the poor and the oppressed of his race. Having 
sold out his own color in order to get a democratic office, nothing better 
could be expected of him. He treats the black laborer precisely as the white 
office-holder treats the white producer—with gushing fondness during the 
campaign and with contemptuous indifference after the election.22

Black Republicans who voted for Democratic candidates provided their own 
justifications for doing so. In Georgia, black Republicans endorsed Democrat 
William J. Northern in the 1892 gubernatorial race, citing his favorable record on 
educational appropriations and his public stance against lynching, which African 
Americans (the primary victims of this particular form of terrorism) sought to 
criminalize. That year a number of black “Northern clubs” were formed under 
the leadership of the Atlanta-based attorney William A. Pledger, one of the most 
influential black Republicans in the state. As the historian Charles Crowe has 
argued, the size of the black vote for any given candidate often depended not only 
on “the personal popularity of that man,” but the candidate’s “record in matters 
relating to colored people, regardless of his political label” (emphasis added).23

That is, African Americans broke from their party based on tactical consider-
ations. As the political scientist Michael Dawson underscores, “The movement 
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of African Americans into and out of the Republican party was never blind or 
random but was based on a realistic assessment of which party would best fur-
ther black political and economic interests.”24

As in Georgia regarding the Democratic gubernatorial candidate William 
Northern, in Alabama, between 1893 and 1895, black Republicans endorsed 
Democrat William Oates for governor over the Populist candidate Reuben Kolb. 
The effort was led by William Stevens and a group of black lawyers, ministers, 
and editors—the most affluent segment of the black community. White Populist 
Kolb, they argued, had a record of being hostile to issues of concern to African 
Americans, specifically, on matters of civil rights and educational funding. Sup-
port for Democrats among black Republican leaders was also evident in Missis-
sippi in the 1880s. John R. Lynch, the chair of the Republican Party who in 1881 
directed a powerful fusion campaign with white independents, lent Mississippi 
Democrats his support. For these African Americans, endorsing a Democrat was 
tactical, in the same way that Black Populists argued that their voting for white 
Populists was tactical—both seeking benefits, whether through patronage in the 
form of an appointed office or support for issues of particular concern to the 
African American community, usually revolving around civil rights and educa-
tion. The difference lay in Black Populists’ desire to work with white indepen-
dents around issues of electoral reform centering on a fair ballot.25

The “Negro Democrat” could also be extended as a term to describe poorer 
and working-class African Americans who sold their vote. As the historian 
Gerald Gaither notes, “Living in an age when wages generally ranged between 
seventy cents to one dollar a day for ‘first class’ black laborers, [African Amer-
icans] who accepted Democratic bribes probably did so more from efforts to 
redress economic grievances than as acts of demonstrated faith in the Bourbons.” 
Reports of black voters “holding themselves too cheap” also appear in the press. 
In 1892, a Black Populist from Zeigler, Georgia, noted ironically how as a slave 
in the 1840s he had been sold for $1,500, yet black voters were currently being 
bought for “a glass of cider, a second for a ‘two-for-a-nickel’ cigar, and a third for 
a pint of peanuts.” In North Carolina, black voters were brought by Democrats 
on four-horse wagons across the South Carolina border to vote illegally—selling 
their votes for three to ten dollars, depending on how late in the day it was to the 
closing of the polls. White Populists were not beyond making bribes to gain votes 
from African Americans, although there were likely significantly fewer cases of 
this by virtue of the fact that Democrats won most contests.26

With the combination of African Americans being presented with egre-
gious white Populist candidates (even when such candidates received the back-
ing of the Republican Party), fraud on the part of Democratic registrars, legal 
disenfranchisement, physical intimidation, and economic incentives offered to 
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support Democratic tickets, it is understandable why so few votes were actu-
ally cast (or recorded as having been cast) for the People’s Party by black voters. 
Black Populists faced other obstacles as they tried to build alliances with white 
Populists in the electoral arena. With slavery having been a direct part of the 
early life experiences of many black adults in the early 1890s, and with negative 
recollections of Reconstruction still fresh in the minds of most white southern-
ers, distrust between black and white Populists was not only to be expected, but 
clearly persisted.

While African Americans did not ever constitute more than one-quarter of 
the Mississippi state legislature during the course of Reconstruction (in 1870, 
30 out of 110 house seats were held by black representatives, and 5 out of 33 
state senators were African American), the state remained a symbol of “Negro 
rule” for white southerners. Reconstruction-era Mississippi U.S. senators 
Hiram Revels and Blanche K. Bruce, along with Representative John R. Lynch, 
were the first African Americans to enter Congress; for many white southern-
ers these men, among others serving in government, were an abomination to 
white society and civilization. As Mississippi’s own “Honorable S. S. Calhoon,” 
an esteemed circuit court judge and leading Mississippi Democrat who served 
as president of the Mississippi Constitutional Convention in August of 1890, 
made plain about African Americans, “Withdrawn from the envelopment of 
white civilization, the negro race seems unable to maintain even its own imita-
tive acquirements. It seems unfit to rule. Its rule seems to mean, as it has always 
meant, stagnation, the enslavement of woman, the brutalization of man, ani-
mal savagery, universal ruin.”27

Disaffected white Democrats in Mississippi who had joined the People’s Party 
were like loyal white Democrats, similarly organized around the “fear” of a return 
to “Negro rule,” and maintained a distance from Black Populists. African Ameri-
cans following Reconstruction, however, faced warranted fear as a result of some 
of the most brutal attacks in the South by white vigilantes and law enforcement—
from the lethal assaults on election day in Meridian in the fall of 1881 to the 
massacre of black men, women, and children in Leflore County during the sum-
mer of 1889. This history in Mississippi (which had its versions in other states) 
made it extremely difficult for Black Populists to work with white Populists, and 
vice-versa. Animosity among African Americans toward white politicians (Pop-
ulist-allied or not) were only compounded by an amendment to the Mississippi 
state constitution in 1890, which led to a nearly 25 percent decrease in overall 
voter participation between 1888 and 1892.28 Delegates called for the repeal of the 
Fifteenth Amendment in order to assure that white citizens fully controlled the 
state government. The legal measures contained therein disenfranchised thou-
sands of white Populists in the process of targeting African Americans; over the 
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next several years, an estimated 100,000 black Mississippians lost their vote as 
a result of the new constitution, as would some 50,000 white and mostly poor 
Mississippians.29

In November 1890, Mississippi’s Democratic-led legislature took the decisive 
and extraordinary step of legally disenfranchising African Americans through a 
constitutional amendment; it did so even after being repeatedly charged on fed-
eral indictments for election fraud. The “Mississippi Plan,” as it came to be called 
and followed elsewhere in the South, would serve as the regional model over the 
course of the next decade to minimize, if not completely eliminate, black par-
ticipation in the electoral process. African Americans were hard pressed to find 
independent white coalitional partners in the state to challenge the Democratic 
Party. A People’s Party of Mississippi was formed in 1892 under the leadership 
of white Allianceman Frank Burkitt, but it remained almost exclusively a white 
organization. While purportedly seeking to represent the interests of all small 
farmers, the Mississippi People’s Party did not intervene on behalf of African 
Americans as Democrats trampled their Constitutional rights. Unlike white 
Populist leaders in other states, Burkitt did not actively seek the support of black 
voters in his state. Despite being a majority black state, white Populists in Mis-
sissippi were simply willing to forego black electoral support, seeking to create a 
“whites only democracy” instead. In 1890 only six black legislators remained in 
the Mississippi assembly; after their removal, no other African American would 
serve in the state legislature for almost eighty years. In South Carolina, as was 
the case in Mississippi, African Americans were virtually locked out of a third-
party option, prompting Black Populists to use the Republican Party to advance 
their interests.30

Black voter turnout had begun to be legally suppressed in South Carolina as 
early as 1882 with the “eight-box law,” requiring separately marked ballot boxes 
at the polls for each office. The law was designed to induce illiterate black voters 
to cast their ballots incorrectly, thereby providing a legal pretext for invalidating 
their votes. In 1892 Ben Tillman boasted that despite the “enormous negro major-
ity . . . under our registration and eight-box laws[,] two-thirds of the negroes can’t 
vote.”31 The impact of the eight-box and other registration laws were significant: 
whereas 70 percent of black South Carolinians (adult men) were voting in 1880, 
by 1892 that percentage had been driven down to 22 percent.32

Black Populists in South Carolina were, at best, met with indifference by white 
Populists in the early 1890s. As J. W. Bowden, a white Populist leader, remarked: 
“We are not considering the negro [in South Carolina]. This is a question the 
negroes will have to settle for themselves. [Nevertheless] I have reason to believe 
that thousands of them will not go with the Republicans any longer. Especially 
do I believe this will be the case among the Colored Alliance.”33 Most African 
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Americans in South Carolina, including members of the Colored Alliance, did 
end up supporting the Republican ticket in 1892; no People’s Party ticket made an 
appearance in 1894 (in fact, a functional People’s Party never existed in the state), 
instead a dissident white faction emerged, largely known as “Independents,” gar-
nering a sizable 30.4 percent of the vote.34 Democrats maintained tight control 
of the electoral process in South Carolina.35 Still, pockets of black Republican 
dissent persisted. Without a functioning, let alone effective, third party in South 
Carolina, Black Populists turned to the Republican Party as their electoral vehicle. 
It was through the Republican Party that South Carolina Colored Alliance state 
lecturer George Washington Murray not only grew to statewide prominence, but 
by 1893 found himself elected to the U.S. House of Representatives—the last Afri-
can American from South Carolina to hold such a high-level office until well into 
the next century.

Born to slave parents in Sumter County, South Carolina, on September 22, 
1853, Murray was orphaned at an early age. He attended public schools during 
Reconstruction, where his teachers were black, and he studied at the State Nor-
mal Institute at Columbia and the University of South Carolina. With the collapse 
of Reconstruction in 1876 Murray and several other black students were expelled 
from the University of South Carolina on account of being African American. 
Led by former Confederate general Wade Hampton, Redeemers seized control 
of the government. Red Shirt paramilitary companies under the general’s com-
mand patrolled the streets on election day to ensure that African Americans did 
not vote. Murray’s hopes of completing his higher education were dashed. In 
order to make a living he turned to farming and supplemented his income by 
teaching. He dedicated much of his energies to growing cotton and corn, acquir-
ing as much property as he could over the next four years. By 1880 he owned 
some forty-nine acres of tilled land and an additional fifteen acres of forest land. 
By that time he had also distinguished himself in his community. He decided to 
enter the electoral arena and was nominated to serve as a Sumter County del-
egate to the Republican state convention.36

Over the course of the 1880s, Murray continued to make a name for himself. 
Soon after the Colored Alliance entered the state in May of 1888 he was elected 
“State Lecturer” of the organization. Murray is the best-known Colored Alliance 
leader of South Carolina, but he was joined by several other notable leaders, 
including T. E. Pratt, John D. Norris, W. J. Grant, and Isaiah D. Williams. Wil-
liams, like Murray, would personify much of what the Colored Alliance hoped 
to achieve among its men and women. Born in Marion, South Carolina, in 1860, 
Williams attended Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute in Virginia and 
subsequently taught in Savage, Ariel, Oakton, Campbell’s Bridge, and Bostic—all 
in Marion County, where he counted a total of 360 students, one of whom, he 



Independent, Coalition, and Fusion Politics 125

boasted, had become a teacher, like himself. Williams, however, lamented the 
fact that his students had neither enough books nor teachers to really “make a 
success” of themselves. He resolved to better the educational opportunities for 
those in the community; he would do so by building the Colored Alliance, by 
accumulating land, and by spreading his wealth. In line with the Colored Alli-
ance philosophy of “self-help” he, like Murray, saw acquiring land and wealth as 
the way to improve conditions for rural black men and women. Williams would 
go on to accumulate a sizable share of property: 160 acres of land worth $480, 
with “buildings” worth $250. When asked to send in an alumni update to Hamp-
ton Institute, Williams proudly noted his membership in the Colored Alliance. 
Writing circa 1890, he gave “farming and merchandise” as his immediate aim. He 
remained surprisingly optimistic about the state of African Americans in South 
Carolina: “The condition of [my] people is favorable, considering their circum-
stances.” But unlike Murray, who was not so optimistic, Williams did not enter 
the political arena.37

Murray saw electoral politics as a vital course of action to pursue for the 
betterment of black farmers; he saw this early on. After all, it was the Demo-
cratic takeover of government that had—among other things—stripped him of 
his chance to complete his studies at the University of South Carolina. Murray, 
having sensed a desire for a populist revolt against Democratic authority, took 
the lead in shaping Black Populism in South Carolina. Drawing on his personal 
networks via the Republican Party, students he had taught, and contacts he had 
made over the 1880s through farming, Murray began recruiting African Ameri-
cans into the black Alliance in earnest; for him, it was a political base, as much as 
it was an organization for mutual benefit.38

Murray joined other black leaders in building the Colored Alliance. T. E. Pratt 
of Cheraw was one of the earliest leaders of the Colored Alliance in the state. 
Pratt had built a number of black sub-alliances, several having been formed by 
September of 1888: at Cedar Creek in Lancaster County; Gadsden, Mill Creek, 
and Congaree in Richland County; and possibly another in Chester County. Even 
at that early stage of the organizing the sub-alliances in Lancaster and Chester 
counties were considering a protest to raise wages for cotton pickers to a mini-
mum of fifty cents per pound.39 Over the next year, the Colored Alliance flour-
ished in South Carolina; during the winter of 1888–1889, the organization spread 
through the Piedmont and into the rest of the state. Union County alone had 
twelve sub-alliances by April 1889. John D. Norris, the leader of Union County’s 
Colored Alliance, was like Murray and Williams also a schoolteacher. Norris 
organized a meeting on April 25 at the county courthouse, describing the black 
Alliance at that meeting in strictly nonpartisan terms. As he put it, the object 
of the Colored Alliance was (among a number of things) designed “to elevate 
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the colored people . . . to be more obedient to the civil and criminal law and 
withdraw their attention from political partisanship” (emphasis added).40 How-
ever, there appears to have been more to the seemingly nonpolitical statement. 
As Edward Ayers notes, “black farmers saw different meaning in such phrases; 
they saw the organization of the Colored Alliance as a chance to show their love 
for their country, homes, and family by taking a stand against those who kept 
them down.” Perhaps in the same way that black Alliancemen in Arkansas met 
in their legislative assembly a year later, South Carolina’s black Alliancemen were 
actually pointing to the power that lay in organizing their ranks by holding their 
meeting in a seat of political authority even as they purported to be uninterested 
in politics.41

In June 1889, less than two months after Norris’s meeting at the country 
courthouse, Colored Alliance delegates from twenty counties met in Sumter to 
officially form a statewide organization. The June meeting was held near Mur-
ray’s home, and took the form of a large barbecue, which grew rapidly over the 
course of the day. The meeting reportedly swelled to an estimated nine hundred 
people—including families. Murray and other leaders insisted on making the 
gathering public in order to build a sense of agrarian solidarity within their own 
communities and with white Alliancemen and their friends and family.

Taking their cue from the Texas organization, the South Carolina Colored 
Alliance continued to present itself as a nonpartisan organization for the bet-
terment of African Americans. Speakers at the June meeting addressed the 
large crowd; food was served, while black and white farmers and their families 
mingled. Murray’s own speech was given particular attention. He urged Afri-
can Americans to work with white farmers toward mutual benefit, highlighting 
running themes in the agrarian movement, including self-help, education, and 
economic improvement. From the veranda of an old house from which speakers 
addressed the crowd, Murray declared that “a new era [has] dawned in which 
white and colored farmers [can] pull together for the good of South Carolina.” 
A band of black musicians performed “Dixie” in a gesture to make white guests 
feel welcome; in turn, those white Alliancemen in attendance passed a resolu-
tion of gratitude to their black hosts. But the spirit of unity was not to last long; 
the Southern Democracy would simply not permit such fraternizing between 
the races to go on—it was simply too political. African Americans, neverthe-
less, continued to organize their communities: by November 1889 the Colored 
Allaince reported 112 clubs in South Carolina; by February the organization 
boasted 237 clubs in the state. One Colored Alliance lecturer, Thomas Powers, 
reported a total membership of thirty-thousand in 1890, by which time both a 
state exchange with capital stock of $2,500 and a newspaper, the Alliance Aid of 
South Carolina, were established.42
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Meanwhile, Murray’s prominence in state Republican circles landed him an 
appointment as inspector of customs at the port of Charleston, where the Colored 
Alliance had been building a state exchange. Continuing his work in the Colored 
Alliance, which boasted forty thousand members by the fall of 1890, allowed him 
to simultaneously build his base of political support. During 1890 there were 
efforts to make the Colored Alliance a political organization to support sympa-
thetic Republican candidates. That year Norris represented the Colored Alliance 
at the Ocala meeting in Florida where independent politics was being discussed. 
A resolution was passed by the Marlboro County Colored Alliance in support 
of Tillman for his antilynching stance. The organization seemed to be inching 
its way into electoral politics. But there were also divisions regarding this; W. J. 
Grant, a black Alliance leader in Charleston, appears to have opposed Murray 
and others’ intentions to explicitly make the organization a political entity, and 
led a schism of the organization at the port city.43

Over the next two years, as Murray’s public profile continued to grow he 
decided to launch a bid for Congress. He was the outside candidate in a field that 
included three veteran Republican politicians seeking the same office. Murray 
was considered temperamental and independent by his Republican colleagues, 
despite his years operating in their midst. He supported “free silver” and reached 
out to white independents; he had organized his own independent base of sup-
port through the Colored Alliance; he was not a typical black Republican. Mur-
ray campaigned vigorously in the seventh district, the “Black District,” as it was 
called, and ended up defeating the three veteran Republicans, including the 
notable Robert Smalls—African American Civil War hero and Reconstruction 
congressman.44 With Murray’s candidacy secure on the Republican line, he con-
tinued his campaigning and went on to defeat the insurgent Democrat Edwin M. 
Moise in the general election. To his demise, Moise (of the Conservative faction 
of the South Carolina Democratic Party, a “Grover Cleveland Democrat”) had 
resisted control by state Democratic boss Ben Tillman. Tillmanites were appar-
ently instructed not to vote in the election in order to let Murray win.45 Unlike 
other elections in which Republicans had their votes changed or invalidated, in 
this case, state board of election canvassers in the Tillman camp refrained from 
tampering with the returns—political payback against Moise—and Murray was 
declared the winner. The small yet significant Colored Alliance’s endorsement 
of Tillman in 1890, Murray’s strong grassroots support, and the particular intra-
Democratic Party politics of 1892–1893, combined to give the Colored Alliance 
leader his victory.46

As Murray’s star rose, the state’s Colored Alliance seemed to be quickly los-
ing members. Most scholars account for the organization’s overall precipi-
tous decline after 1891 as a result of the failed Cotton Pickers’ Strike that year. 
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However, the development of an independent electoral strategy may equally 
account for the Colored Alliance’s dissolution. By the time Murray entered the 
congressional race, the South Carolina organization claimed fewer than 25,000 
members (down from 40,000 two years earlier). Black Alliancemen appear to 
have increasingly turned their attention to electoral politics, as one of its chief 
organizers, Murray, had done.47 Now Congressman Murray would soon assume 
much of the responsibility in combating the Democrats and their efforts to 
legally disfranchise African Americans in the state; he had gone from organizing 
black agrarian cooperation in the community to becoming the leading voice of 
Black Populism in the state against the Southern Democracy in Congress. To the 
surprise of most, given the state of politics in South Carolina, Murray went on to 
win and eventually be seated in a second term, as well—a testament to both his 
popularity and political acumen.48

Serving in Congress from 1893 to 1895, Murray was an active member of the 
House Committee on Education. He dedicated himself to the task of legislating 
on behalf of the interests of both black and white poor, but there was little he 
could do in the face of southern Democrats who were intent on undermining 
him. He persisted, symbolizing the pride of African Americans, and campaigned 
for a second time. He was battling South Carolina’s Democrats to disenfran-
chise African Americans. He eventually won the next congressional election on 
appeal, after requesting state board of election canvassers to overturn the elec-
tion in the fall of 1894 amid a slew of reports of fraud, corruption, and other 
flagrant violations of the law. In Charleston, where election managers (appointed 
by the Democratic Party) prohibited ballot-box inspections prior to the elec-
tion and then privately counted ballots after the polls closed, Murray received 
only 397 votes (5 percent of the total), even though the city had over 8,000 eli-
gible black voters. Citing a mountain of evidence in the form of testimonies and 
other firsthand accounts, Murray’s attorneys appealed his case all the way up to 
the Congressional House Committee on Elections. Incredibly, the election was 
overturned, his rival, William Elliott, unseated, and “amid loud applause from 
the Republican side of the aisle,” Murray entered Congress on June 4, 1896—just 
seven days before the end of the first session.49

Throughout his tenure, Murray aligned himself with Populist-oriented col-
leagues and condemned corporate interests opposed to the “producing and 
laboring masses,” on whose behalf he proudly claimed to speak.50 “The Black 
Eagle of Sumpter,” as he came to be known, was, however, best known as the 
leader of the resistance to the Democrats’ campaign to legally disfranchise Afri-
can Americans. Murray’s staunch opposition to disfranchisement pitted him 
directly against the Tillman forces in the mid-1890s and propelled him into the 
position of principal leader of South Carolina’s struggle to protect black voting 
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rights. He introduced and tried to pass legislation guaranteeing federal protec-
tion of voting rights and presented several petitions on the floor of Congress call-
ing for a return to a “republican form of government.”51 In February 1895, as the 
situation grew worse in his state, he took a leave of absence from Congress and 
returned to South Carolina to help organize the campaign against the rewriting 
of the state constitution.

Murray spoke out against the injustices of the existing political system: laws 
designed to have election managers represented by only one party, intimidation 
of voters at the polls, ballot boxes stuffed or miscounted, and discriminatory 
registration procedures upheld in the courts. Tillman’s political forces passed a 
temporary registration law to prevent African Americans from voting in a ref-
erendum on calling a disfranchisement convention. He then ensured the con-
vention would proceed by having ballot boxes stuffed as well as striking a deal 
with “upper class” South Carolinians otherwise opposed to him to disfranchise 
many poor white voters along with African Americans. A new state constitution 
was quickly proclaimed.52 Despite Murray’s efforts to counter the Tillman forces, 
state legislators followed the “Mississippi plan” and rewrote the state constitu-
tion in 1895, disfranchising virtually the entire black voting population within 
a few years through the use of poll taxes and the understanding clause (where 
registrars were permitted to ask voters to “correctly” interpret segments of the 
Constitution as a requisite for voting).53

Tillman would later state: “We have done our level best [to prevent blacks 
from voting] . . . we have scratched our heads to find out how we could elimi-
nate the last one of them. We stuffed ballot boxes. We shot them. We are not 
ashamed of it.”54 Murray gave a lengthy rebuke in Congress, declaring: “I know 
that the Sumners, Logans, Lincolns, Jeffersons, Grants, and Conklings are dead 
and sleeping beside the liberty of a class of their countrymen in whose behalf 
they have spoken and labored, but I do not despair. I have no apology to make 
for the truth, upon whose adamantine walls I am always willing to live or die.”55

Populist-oriented colleagues from the Midwest, including Indiana representative 
Henry Underwood Johnson, were supportive, arguing to give Murray additional 
time to address Congress. But time, it seems, had already run out in South Caro-
lina as disfranchisement was set into law.

In other areas of the South where disfranchisement was less advanced, rela-
tively successful black and white coalitions were formed behind the People’s Party. 
In Georgia, the third party threatened Democratic authority in 1892 and 1894. In 
both of those years, African Americans held official positions in mass county 
meetings, participated in statewide conventions, and supported white Populist 
candidates as a way of advancing their own movement.56 The percentage of votes 
cast for the People’s Party between those two years more than doubled—from 
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19.17 percent in 1892 to 44.46 percent in 1894. Alongside this, Georgia’s black 
voter turnout nearly doubled in 1892, reaching over 41 percent, from four years 
prior.57 Of the nineteen counties that the People’s Party captured in 1892, ten had 
more black residents than white; in the tenth congressional district—the center 
of Georgia Populism, black and white—nine out of ten counties carried by the 
third party had a black majority.58 African Americans would provide the margin 
of victory for the People’s Party in 1892 in several areas of the state, supporting 
local party candidates in higher numbers than those on the national ticket. In 
other words, African Americans split their vote in favor of Republicans at the 
top of the ticket (for president), and People’s Party candidates below.59 Two years 
later, despite strict enforcement of the poll tax and heightened political violence, 
15 percent of African Americans voted for the People’s Party, some of whom had 
been organized through Colored Alliance chapters.60

It has been estimated that more African Americans went to the polls in Geor-
gia in the early 1890s than at any other time since Reconstruction, pointing to 
mobilization of black voters with the rise of the People’s Party.61 African Ameri-
cans supported the People’s Party, despite the fact that it did little to support 
them: reflecting the interests of yeoman and small planters, and not those of 
tenants and sharecroppers, the party never objected to the poll tax nor did it ever 
try to reform the crop lien system.62 In the midst of this, as Democrats repeat-
edly demonstrated, they did not hesitate to employ military-style force against 
African Americans when threatened in Populist strongholds. One measurement 
of the relative strength of both the People’s Party and of the fusion tactic in the 
South was the ferocity of the Democratic counter-movement to suppress what 
had become an electoral rebellion. The extent to which Democrats resorted to 
force and fraud would, in part, reflect the degree to which they felt politically 
threatened. In 1892, Georgia’s Democratic Party organized a series of attacks 
against the People’s Party, their candidates, and supporters. As one white Populist 
wrote with great alarm in the People’s Party Paper,

The leaders of the Democratic party have touched a depth of infamy in 
this campaign which is almost incredible. They have intimidated the voter, 
assaulted the voter, murdered the voter. They have bought votes, forced 
votes, and stolen votes. They have incited lawless men to a frenzy which 
threatens anarchy. They have organized bands of hoodlums of both high 
and low degrees to insult our speakers, silence our speakers, rotten-egg our 
speakers, and put lives in danger.63

Such violence was almost always backed by the threat of economic reprisal. 
African Americans, most of whom either worked for white employers or were 
tenants on white-owned farms, were threatened with losing certain “privileges” 
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or being fired outright if they did not vote for Democratic candidates.64 Despite 
the politically oppressive atmosphere, white People’s Party candidates in Georgia 
in 1892 won 15 seats in the State House (out of 220 total seats) and one in the 
Senate—small but not insignificant outcomes that were used to further grow the 
presence of the party in the state over the next two years.65 Witnessing the growth 
of the People’s Party, black Republicans who had been unwilling to lend their 
support to the third party in 1892 would change their minds as the 1894 elec-
tions approached. They, like increasing numbers of white leaders of the People’s 
Party, had grown to accept fusion as a possibility after adamantly refusing to 
do so in 1892. However, vocal opposition to fusing with Republicans remained 
among white Populist leaders; even after the Republican convention refused to 
nominate its own candidates that year, giving tacit support to Populism, Tom 
Watson rejected fusion. Watson’s refusal suggests the unique role of black inde-
pendents, who, at least in Georgia, tended to be more open and willing to bridge 
racial and partisan lines towards advancing the movement.66 The People’s Party 
Paper reported, “Several colored ministers and teachers, who misunderstood the 
principles and purposes of the people’s party . . . openly avow they are [now] with 
the populists.”67 And while most African Americans—62 percent—did not vote 
in the election, at least some African Americans believed that the People’s Party 
could serve as an effective vehicle against the Democratic Party.68

A correspondent for one of the South’s leading black newspapers, the Georgia 
Baptist, boldly remarked in late October 1894: “To the colored man the People’s 
Party in Georgia is largely what the Republican Party was to him in this nation 
thirty years ago.” The paper went so far as to add that the independent party had 
“delivered the colored voter in Georgia from political bondage.”69 African Ameri-
cans were reported to have participated in People’s Party county and state nominat-
ing conventions in Georgia, selecting congressional nominees, and then organizing 
support in the party’s open primaries as well as voting for the party’s candidates.70

That the People’s Party—despite its unwillingness to counter the poll tax and insti-
tute crop lien reforms—held open primaries sent a message of inclusiveness to 
Georgia’s black voters, who were institutionally excluded by the Democrats’ closed 
“white primaries.” As E. I. Taylor, a black worker from Wadley, enthusiastically 
wrote in September 1894, the People’s Party had “done more for [African Ameri-
cans] than anybody else has done . . . they have opened their primaries.”71 In May of 
that year, two dozen Black Populist delegates representing eleven counties attended 
the Georgia People’s Party convention. Although the meeting was itself conducted 
in a segregated manner, E. V. White, one of the African Americans elected to the 
party’s state executive committee, would introduce a successful resolution assert-
ing that it was “the right of every man, without regard to his race or color, who has 
qualified under the law to vote, to cast his vote according to the dictates of his 
judgment, and that it shall be honestly counted when voted.”72
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Black Republican leaders finally lent their support to the People’s Party in 
1894, helping to bolster (if only slightly) the third-party movement. The Repub-
lican state convention that August gave its implicit support to the People’s Party 
by refusing to nominate any of its own candidates for office. Republican del-
egates declared that the “democratic party of Georgia is unworthy of the support 
and countenance of the people of this state and should be retired in the interest 
of good government.”73 Weeks after the convention, black Republican leaders in 
Pierce County were more forthcoming in their support. “[I]t would be wise to 
endorse the People’s party platform, as this was the first to recognize the Negro 
and attempt to let him sit on the juror’s bench.” Moreover, they noted, the Peo-
ple’s Party was “the first to condemn lynching, and we feel that for these things 
alone we should endorse their platform.”74

Black Populists—unlike most black Republicans—were willing to support the 
nomination of white candidates by the People’s Party in order to leverage elec-
toral strength against the Democratic Party through the votes of white Populists. 
Democrats were very clear about the threat posed by a black and independent 
alliance at the ballot box. As a way of creating divisions between black and white 
Populists, Democrats prodded African Americans to be given a place on the 
People’s Party ticket, knowing that white Populists were unwilling to do so. Eight 
black delegates attended the People’s Party nominating convention in Bullock 
County. Despite such prodding by Democrats, the black delegation stood by 
their endorsements of an all-white People’s Party ticket.75 This strategy, as Wil-
liam Gnatz points out, was in marked contrast to lily-white Republicans who 
may have offered token offices to African Americans in return for their support, 
but held little promise of mustering white votes—that is, beyond the diminishing 
number of black votes the party was receiving—to combat the Democrats.

While white Populists may not have regarded African Americans worthy of 
party nomination or appointment, from the vantage point of Black Populists, the 
issue (as the Bullock County black representatives demonstrated) was how to 
best undermine the electoral strength of the Democratic Party—even if it meant 
supporting white candidates who were unwilling to support them. Thus, Black Pop-
ulists appear to have taken a real politick perspective of why the People’s Party 
merited their support. Some white observers, however, were more optimistic in 
their assessment of the People’s Party. The Reverend W. J. White, editor of the 
Georgia Baptist, wrote in 1894:

Already the People’s Party in Georgia has been a great benefit to the masses 
of the colored people. This party opened the way to the ballot box for the 
colored men of Georgia two years ago as it had never been opened before. In 
many counties colored men went to the ballot box and voted as they pleased 
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. . . the first time they had done so in twenty-five years . . . It is to the political 
interest of the colored voter to cast his lot with any party that will recognize 
his political manhood. The democratic party of the South has never recog-
nized the colored vote except as a purchasable commodity in the market.76

African Americans were credited by the Democratic press—which had a 
vested interest in exaggerating black support for the People’s Party to mobilize 
support against the black and independent alliance—with providing the mar-
gin of victory for the People’s Party in a number of counties: in Butts County, 
“Negroes voted solidly for the populist candidate”; in Pike County “Three-fifths 
of the third party vote [came from] negroes”; in Laurens County “the negroes 
. . . secured a populist victory”; and in Gwinnett County “Negroes . . . held 
the balance of power and voted with the Populists.”77 On October 5, 1894, the 
Atlanta Constitution even announced in a headline, “The Negroes Voted Sol-
idly with the Third Party.” Clearly, African Americans did not vote “solidly” 
for the People’s Party—61 percent were recorded as having not voted at all, 23 
percent voted for the Democratic Party, and 15 percent voted for the People’s 
Party (while no Republicans ran for office that year).78 Due to electoral fraud, 
exact black voter turnout for the People’s Party is impossible to verify. Never-
theless, newspaper reports suggest that at least a portion of the black commu-
nity supported the independent party; whether their votes were legally counted 
is another issue.

The strong showing among African Americans at the polls led Democrats to 
intensify their manipulation of the electoral process. Fraud was so rampant in 
Tom Watson’s congressional race in 1894 that his Democratic opponent, James C. 
C. Black, was eventually compelled to resign his seat and agree to a second elec-
tion (albeit seven months later). In Richmond County, the Democrat received 
14,000 votes—nearly 2,000 more votes than the total number of registered vot-
ers.79 In the tenth congressional district, another Democratic candidate received 
more than 3,000 votes from a pool of 500 African Americans.80 The 1894 elec-
tion also saw new types of fraud, including Democrats paying under-age African 
Americans to vote their ticket. In Augusta, nearly one-third of all the black voters 
registered for the election were said to be twenty-one years old—an exception-
ally high (and probably false) concentration of young voters.81 Nonetheless, the 
People’s Party in Georgia fared better in 1894 than it did in 1892, winning forty-
one legislative seats in the House and six in the Senate.82

African Americans were mobilized to vote for the People’s Party through a 
combination of county organizations divided into “militia districts,” local chap-
ters of the Colored Alliance, and Republican Party organizations.83 For instance, 
there were reports in both the Savannah Tribune and the People’s Party Paper of 
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“colored committees” organized by the Colored Alliance mobilizing support for 
the People’s Party.84 Similarly, local black Republican county organizations drew 
African American support into the People’s Party by tapping into their existing 
political networks. The combination of Colored Alliance and Republican mobi-
lization efforts for the People’s Party, while not enough to defeat the Democrats 
in 1894, indicates Black Populism’s strategic development. As the historian Jack 
Abramowitz put it, the 1894 campaigns “demonstrated the outstanding success of 
Populist tactics.”85

Black Populists helped to elect a number of white Populists to the Georgia 
House and Senate in 1892, 1894, and 1896 (the total membership number in each 
chamber is contained in the parentheses):86

 House Senate

1892 15 (175) 1 (45)
1894 41 (176) 6 (45)
1896 30 (176) 6 (44)

Georgia Democrats responded to the outpouring of black support for the Peo-
ple’s Party in 1894 by enacting a new law. Under the new law, Democrats would 
control twice the number of seats than any other party sitting on district commit-
tees that regulated voter registration. Along with the enforcement of the existing 
poll tax, which was cumulative, the new registration law ensured virtually full 
control of the voting process, minimizing the threat of any future challenges by 
the People’s Party or any other potential independent political force. Twenty-five 
black delegates attended the party’s statewide convention in December 1895, and 
two of these delegates were elected to the state executive committee.87 But with 
the election machinery firmly in the hands of Democrats, the People’s Party had 
less chance of winning offices in 1896.

Fraud, undemocratic election laws, intimidation, and violence would make 
it extremely difficult for Black Populists to sustain voter support in Georgia. 
Compounding these difficulties, black Republican leaders reversed their support 
for the People’s Party in the 1896 election. They complained that they had gone 
“un-rewarded” and endorsed the reelection bid of Governor William Y. Atkin-
son, a Democrat, instead. Not surprisingly, support for the People’s Party among 
African Americans decreased significantly in 1896. There was less than 20 per-
cent overall black voter turnout—a nearly 60 percent reduction from four years 
earlier; additionally, white Populists lost 11 seats in the state legislature (from 41 
to 30, out of 176 total seats in the House).88

Political conditions in the South, in terms of political rights and basic civil 
rights for African Americans, had taken a turn for the worse by the mid-1890s: 
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the U.S. Supreme Court sanctioned the doctrine of “separate but equal” in Plessy v. 
Ferguson, validating Jim Crow segregation. In 1896, the Supreme Court ruled that 
Homer Plessy, a resident of New Orleans who was “one-eighth Negro,” could be 
legally forced to ride a segregated black train coach. The ruling provided the legal 
underpinning for segregation by race across the entire South, a process that was 
already underway with segregation on railroad cars being legalized in Louisiana in 
1890; Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas in 1891; 
and South Carolina in 1892.89 In 1898, the U.S. Supreme Court accelerated Demo-
cratic Party control in the South in its Williams v. Mississippi ruling, which stated 
that poll taxes and literacy tests did not violate the Fifteenth Amendment. Two 
years later, the North Carolina state legislature passed a law requiring literacy tests 
for all voters except those whose grandfathers had voted prior to the Civil War. 
The “grandfather clause” excluded most African Americans.90 In coming decades, 
white-ruled South Africa would send delegates to the American South to observe 
the implementation of Jim Crow as part of setting up their own system of racial 
segregation, Apartheid (“separateness” in Afrikaans). Meanwhile, political terror-
ism in the form of lynching continued to escalate in the United States, especially in 
the South.

At least 2,522 African Americans were known to have been lynched in the 
United States between 1889 and 1900 (African Americans comprised 78 percent 
of the 3,224 total number of people lynched in this time period). However, the 
numbers of actual persons lynched—that is, beyond official reports—was most 
likely much higher.91 Lynching, mostly carried out against black men, was most 
acute in the cotton uplands of the South, where, for instance, 129 African Ameri-
cans were killed between 1889 and 1894 in 103 separate incidents. Although most 
lynchings were carried out on individuals, small groups of African Americans 
were sometimes lynched simultaneously in order to instill even greater terror in 
the black community (or among those white southerners who may have sympa-
thized with the plight of African Americans). Between 1889 and 1894, the number 
of black southerners lynched in the cotton uplands was followed by those in the 
Gulf Plain (95 in 60 incidents), which was followed by the river counties (85 in 63 
incidents) and central plateau (83 in 74 incidents).92

In addition to the looming possibility among African Americans in the South 
to become victimized (and almost always without any form of punishment to 
the perpetrators—some lynchings being advertised beforehand), the nation’s eco-
nomic depression, which began in 1893, hit black farmers and agrarian laborers 
particularly hard. Mounting debt, low wages, and poor crop prices kept most 
African Americans in a state of chronic poverty. Within this distressing social, 
political, and economic climate, Black Populists continued to organize opposi-
tion to the Democrats. In some states, African Americans fared better in trying 
to oppose the ruling party, as was the case in North Carolina.
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In North Carolina, where a coalition between a relatively strong People’s Party 
and a relatively strong Republican Party made possible a united front against the 
Democrats, black and white Populists succeeded in taking over the state legis-
lature in 1894—the result of two years of political negotiations between African 
Americans and white independents. African Americans began working with 
white Populists during meetings in the spring of 1892. In August of that year 
the Progressive Farmer, a white Alliance newspaper edited by Leonidas L. Polk, 
indicated that there were black representatives participating in the state conven-
tion.93 As Joe Creech notes, “To the surprise of Republicans and to the conster-
nation of Democrats, blacks gave massive support, especially in the east, to the 
Populist ticket.” He continues, “Because most historians have relied on county 
rather than precinct returns in assessing Populist voting patterns, they have often 
overlooked this high level of black support, since resistance to Populism among 
blacks and other Republicans in urban precincts observed these high levels of 
rural black support.” Black Populism was therefore strong in rural areas. Creech 
characterizes this Black Populist support as “black Republican support for Popu-
lism,” which he concludes was “in many cases unanimous [in rural precincts].” 
But he goes further: “In addition to voting the ticket, blacks sometimes . . . took 
roles in county organizations and in mobilizing black voters. Some counties 
[even] placed blacks on ballots, and blacks were present at Populist rallies and 
in local Populist nominating conventions.” These were the African Americans 
who paraded on horseback and mules with Weaver in Raleigh during the fall 
of 1892.94 African Americans voted “en masse” for the People’s Party in 1892 in 
the first and second districts of the eastern part of the state, where the major-
ity of black counties were. Black voters in both Hyde and Wilson counties, for 
instance, gave near unanimous support to the third party ticket. Black Populist 
support was also strong in townships in Edgecombe, Nash, and Johnston; mean-
while, the western county of Chatham saw equally strong electoral support for 
the People’s Party.95

North Carolina’s black and independent alliance was further strengthened 
over the next two years. Marion Butler, the chairman of the North Carolina Peo-
ple’s Party would hold a series of meetings with black and white Republican lead-
ers, including the former black congressman Henry P. Cheatham. By July 1894 the 
terms of fusion—who would run for a particular office on the joint ticket—were 
largely hammered out. At the heart of the coalition of black and white indepen-
dents was a shared focus on overturning discriminatory election laws enacted 
to keep state and county government control in the hands of Democrats. The 
County Government Act, passed in 1877, for instance, still allowed the state legis-
lature to appoint local judges, who, in turn, appointed county commissioners. As 
a result, control over local budgets was tightly held by the Democratic machinery. 
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In the fall of 1894, voters—led by the black and independent alliance—elected a 
new government.96

The alliance of African Americans and white independents in North Caro-
lina had a more realistic chance of succeeding electorally in the state since, 
unlike most areas of the South, the statewide Democratic vote in North Caro-
lina exceeded the Republican vote by only a small margin. Only in one guber-
natorial election since 1876 was the difference between the Republican and 
Democratic vote more than 20,000 ballots, or 8 percent of the total vote.97

African Americans could therefore enter into the balance of power with even a 
small split of voters from the Democratic Party or existing white independents. 
A combined Republican and People’s Party vote, with a joint slate of candidates, 
could numerically defeat the Democrats. Political divisions among the Dem-
ocrats in 1893 would make a Republican-Populist fusion even more viable.98

African Americans had been a critical part of the fusion strategy by virtue of 
their large numbers in the Republican Party: fully two-thirds of Republicans in 
North Carolina were African American.99 In fifteen out of the state’s ninety-six 
counties, African Americans comprised 50 percent or more of the population; 
fourteen out of fifteen of these black belt counties would support fusion tickets 
in North Carolina during the mid-1890s.100 Black Populists, however, had been 
forced to contend with certain black leaders in the Republican Party—almost 
exclusively wealthier and more politically established urban leaders—who had 
opposed fusion in 1894.

The black urban elite, a combination of professionals and businessmen, dis-
tinguished themselves as a separate class from black farmers and agrarian labor-
ers. Joseph C. Price, the president of Livingston College, as well as the president 
of the Afro-American League and the National Equal Rights Convention in 
1890, expressed the black elite perspective when he remarked, “There is no social 
equality among Negroes . . . Culture, moral refinement, and material possession 
make a difference among colored people as they do among whites.” Other voices 
from the black community—i.e., “Negro Democrats”—included North Carolina 
educator Dr. Ezekiel Ezra Smith and fellow North Carolinian minister Reverend 
Garland H. White. Smith, an agent for the American Colonization Society, served 
as principal of the Fayetteville State Normal School. According to one biographi-
cal sketch, Smith “remained a Democrat, even in the face of disfavor.” But there 
were pragmatic reasons for doing so: “The fact that he was a Democrat helped 
him in at least one respect,” notes the sketch. “The [Democratic dominated leg-
islature] favored him and voted for increased appropriations for [his] school.”101

Along this line, Reverend White argued that “the best thing for the colored peo-
ple to do is to unite with the governing class of white people in this section who 
are Democrats who we have to depend upon in emergency.” What White failed 
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to recognize, or chose to ignore, was that for poor and landless African Ameri-
cans living in rural areas, “emergency” conditions already prevailed.102

Driven by a combination of political defeatism and practical considerations—
namely, interest in local patronage, of which the Democratic Party was positioned 
to deliver—hostility by some black Republican leaders toward Black Populists 
(who either supported fusion via the Republican Party or supported the People’s 
Party directly) was framed in ideological terms.103 Occupied with programmatic 
differences between Populist and Republican platforms, some black Republican 
leaders were vehement in their opposition to fusion. Nationally, the Republican 
Party favored the gold standard, a protective tariff, pro-banking legislation, and 
other legislation partial to the wealthier elements of the business community. 
In contrast to the Republican Party platform, Populists demands included elec-
tion reform, the government ownership of railroads, telephone, and telegraph 
companies, the Alliance subtreasury program, and free and unlimited coinage 
of silver—policies almost diametrically opposed to the principles of the Republi-
can Party.104 As one black Republican declared, “Expediency is the only bond of 
union [between the Populists and Republicans]. I have tried to reconcile it with 
conscience and principle. I can’t do it. Being, as I am, Republican to the core, I 
can’t be a Populist even skin deep.” Such sentiments were in marked contrast to 
the position of Black Populists, who may not have been in ideological agree-
ment with white Populists but focused instead on the need for structural politi-
cal reforms. Gerald Gaither makes careful note that despite the lure of money or 
special favors offered to African Americans to vote for Democratic candidates, 
“[black] voters still supported the Fusionists and their program in their eager-
ness to overturn somehow the seemingly irresistible Democratic hegemony.”105

The call for reform would unite “pro-tariff piedmont industrialists, mer-
chants, businessmen, small farmers, and African American laborers,” a dis-
parate group.106 The coalition is reminiscent of black Abolitionists working in 
the unusual coalitions that culminated in the establishment of the Republican 
Party—remnants of the Liberty Party, northern Whigs, Know-Nothings, Barn-
burner Democrats, Free Soilers, and white Abolitionists.107 From the vantage 
point of Black Populists, here was an opportunity to leverage power beyond what 
African Americans could wield on their own against the Democratic machine. 
As Creech notes, “Blacks, including those in the Colored Alliance, believed an 
economic level playing field and fair elections were the means to racial uplift . . . 
the Colored Alliance [in North Carolina] appears to have lent its support to the 
People’s Party because of its reform priciples.”108 But African Americans needed 
to move quickly to seize the moment that brought seemingly antagonistic forces 
together in opposition to the Democrats. As the historian Craig Thurtell notes, 
“The challenge to the mechanisms of power [through a Republican-Populist 
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fusion] contained the potential to disrupt the advantages enjoyed by landlords.” 
Taking away such “advantages” from white landlords, which involved both polit-
ical and economic power, naturally appealed to black tenant farmers and agricul-
tural workers upon whom they depended.109

In reaction to the formation of the black and independent alliance, Demo-
crats resorted to their usual array of tactics. Attacks by Democrats, especially 
against African Americans who made their support for the People’s Party known, 
rose sharply as election day approached. During the election in Anson County, 
in the southern Piedmont bordering South Carolina, African Americans who 
tried to register, let alone vote, for the People’s Party risked being beaten, or even 
killed. Congressional testimony by Lewis N. Jones, a forty-two-year-old member 
of the Anson County Colored Alliance who worked in a mill grinding corn, sug-
gests the kinds of dangers he and others faced. In the case of Jones, a local white 
merchant struck and then shot him in the leg in broad daylight. Described by 
his Democratic assailant as “an infernal scoundrel,” Jones, not to be intimidated, 
would later testify in court about the abuses and outright crimes committed 
against African Americans when they tried to exercise their right to vote.110

Black support for fusion in North Carolina, by either voting for the People’s 
Party or the Republican Party, is made clear through further testimony offered in 
the case of Martin v. Lockhart (a case in which white Populist candidate, attorney, 
and Baptist preacher Charles H. Martin successfully contested the congressional 
election of Democrat James A. Lockhart in the Sixth District). Forty-six-year-old 
Elias M. Thompson, a farmer and preacher from Black Swamp, Robeson County, 
voted for Martin, noting widespread support in his community for fusion; thirty-
nine-year-old H. W. Pope from Maxton, also in Robeson County, agreed with 
Thompson; similarly, twenty-nine-year-old D. L. Maultshy, a black schoolteacher 
from Lumberton, spoke of support among African Americans for the People’s 
Party candidate. Some African Americans, however, were careful to distinguish 
themselves from the white Populists, even as they supported Martin; forty-four-
year-old Lemuel Simmons of Rockingham emphasized that he was neither “a 
Populist or Democrat” but did in fact support fusion. Still other African Ameri-
cans were less concerned about perceived fealty to the Republican Party. Enoch 
McCallum, of Robeson County, was among these voters, declaring his support 
for Martin and fusion as a member of the People’s Party.111

Fusion in 1894 resulted in a stunning statewide victory—especially in light 
of the systematic attacks on African Americans and their white coalition part-
ners. The victory was soon followed by a spate of electoral reforms passed by 
the fusionists in office. Such structural political changes had not been seen in 
the state since Reconstruction. People’s Party candidates had won control of the 
state senate and, together with the Republicans, a majority of the assembly. Three 
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Populists, three Republicans, and one independent won congressional seats, the 
latter with the coalition’s support.112 Populists and Republicans consequently held 
congressional seats in the first, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, and ninth dis-
tricts.113 North Carolina’s fusion constituency, comprising the poorest elements 
of the population, black and white, with a hodgepodge of business and industrial 
allies who viewed Democrats as holding back progress through monopolistic 
political and economic control, had effectively overthrown the state’s Democratic 
government.

By focusing on their shared interest in political reform, Black Populists in 
North Carolina had leveraged the votes of African Americans to strengthen the 
presence of the independent movement, overturn Democratic rule, and help 
change legislation statewide. Concrete measures were taken in North Carolina’s 
legislature to carry out the Populist call for “Equal rights to all and special privi-
leges to none.”114 Among other changes, the elected Republican-Populist majority 
revised and simplified election laws, making it easier for African Americans to 
vote; they restored the popular election of state and county officials, dismantling 
the appointive system used by Democrats to keep black candidates out of office; 
and the fusion coalition also reversed discriminatory “stock laws” (that required 
fencing off land) that made it harder for small farmers to compete against large 
landowners.115 The reform of election and county government laws, in particular, 
undermined planter authority and limited their control of the predominantly 
black eastern counties.116 Legislative changes also led to a significant expansion 
of the African American electorate, which grew statewide over the period of two 
years from 278,000 to 330,000 (an increase of 18.7 percent).117

While legal changes to the electoral process did make available a large num-
ber of minor state and county positions to African Americans, they did not 
immediately lead to a surge in black officeholders.118 No African Americans were 
elected to the state senate in 1894; only five were elected to the state assembly. As 
some scholars have noted, in comparison to North Carolina’s legislatures during 
Reconstruction, which had an average of nineteen African Americans in both 
houses between 1868 and 1874, the number of African Americans elected to 
office in 1894 appears minimal. The significance of what Black Populists accom-
plished with both white Republicans and white Populists through fusion lay 
instead in the political reforms their government enacted to help further erode 
Democratic power.

The tactical emphasis by Black Populists on a “free ballot”—in addition to 
critical issues such as public funding for education, legislation banning the con-
vict-lease system, the criminalization of lynching, the repeal of separate-coach 
laws, or the requirement that African Americans be represented on juries in 
cases involving black defendants—reflects the growing political sophistication of 
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the movement. The recognition among black and white Populists that the politi-
cal process was paramount to necessary changes (the prerequisite for social and 
economic reforms) had grown out of the experiences of black and white inde-
pendents engaged in ongoing battle with Democrats. In pointing to the overall 
trend among independents toward placing greater emphasis on matters regard-
ing the political process, Edward Ayers observes: “The fine points of policy could 
be worked out later, for the immediate goal was to break the hold of the two 
major parties on the country’s development.”119 Following the election of 1894, 
the North Carolina People’s Party reported that Democrats had stolen over 
40,000 votes—underscoring the need for a “free ballot.”120 As M. C. Birmingham 
conveyed to fellow white Populist Marion Butler in a letter in 1896, “a free ballot 
and a fair count was yet more to be desired than free silver.” Marion Butler, who 
served as the president of the white National Farmers’ Alliance and Industrial 
Union and was elected to the U.S. Senate through the People’s Party in 1895, had 
helped to effect the successful fusion agreement in North Carolina on the white 
side of the negotiations (he would soon help to effect the disastrous fusion agree-
ment with the Democratic Party on a national level).121

Black Populists in other areas of the South had been among the first to call 
for an equitable electoral playing field; some expressed their desire to work with 
whomever and whichever party that could advance this agenda. In March 1891, 
Reverend John L. Moore, the Florida Colored Alliance leader, declared in a Jack-
sonville editorial which was reprinted in the National Economist newspaper:

As members of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance we avowed that we were 
going to vote with and for the man or party that will secure for the farmer 
or the laboring man his just rights and privileges, and in order that he may 
enjoy them without experiencing a burden. We want protection at the ballot 
box, so that the laboring man may have an equal showing, and the various 
labor organizations to secure their just rights, we will join hands with them 
irrespective of party . . . I for one have fully decided to work for that party, 
or those who favor the workingmen, let them belong to the Democratic or 
Republican, or the People’s Party. (emphasis added)122

True to form, the Democratic Party resorted to electoral fraud where it could. 
In Charlotte, North Carolina, the Democrats erased eligible voters from the reg-
istration books and removed People’s Party ballots from the boxes in which vot-
ers had deposited them. Several hundred eligible black voters were arrested by 
Democratic functionaries prior to the election or were forced to flee for not pay-
ing their taxes. Failure to pay the poll tax was made a misdemeanor by Demo-
cratic legislators in order to keep as many black and white independent voters 
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from appearing at the polls. In another letter to Butler, and despite the fusion 
victory of 1894, W. A. Guthrie, a former Republican who ran and then dropped 
out of the contest on the People’s Party ticket for governor in 1896, lamented that 
North Carolina had still not seen “a fair election in over twenty years.”123

Black Populists in coalition with white Populists and Republicans saw yet 
another major electoral victory in 1896. The task was accomplished through a 
full-scale mobilization of African Americans to vote the Republican-Populist 
ticket. With 87 percent black voter turnout, 59 percent of African Americans 
cast their vote on the Republican side of the ticket, while 8 percent cast their 
vote on the People’s Party side (with 20 percent going to the Democrats). White 
voters, with 85 percent voter turnout, cast only 31 percent on the Republican 
side and 9 percent on the People’s Party side (with 45 percent going to the Dem-
ocrats).124 The result shook the Democratic Party establishment, with the fusion 
ticket capturing a majority of the state legislature that year. Black support for the 
People’s Party was exceptionally high in some districts: according to one report, 
prior to an agreement to fuse in the sixth congressional district, approximately 
80 percent of African Americans had committed themselves to supporting the 
People’s Party (over the Republican Party). Statewide, 59,000 more Republi-
cans—mostly African Americans in the eastern part of the state—voted than 
had four years earlier.125

The growing political participation of African Americans in the state made 
some white Populists nervous, although the latter benefited at the polls from 
the presence of the former. One white Populist bemoaned the fact that African 
Americans were becoming increasingly active in the electoral process, delib-
erating and “pass[ing] [resolutions] in Negro school houses in the dead hours 
of night.”126 The statement was reminiscent of the response to black Knights a 
decade earlier when African Americans began organizing locals in the state. 
Over the next two years, white voters were whipped into a frenzy by Democratic 
politicians and newspaper editors desperate to overturn the fusion government. 
One of the most violent reactions to the rise of African Americans holding local 
political office centered in Wilmington, the main port city in the eastern part of 
the state, located at the mouth of Cape Fear River.127

In 1897, the Republican-Populist fusion legislature revised Wilmington’s char-
ter, giving the new governor, Daniel L. Russell, a white Republican, the authority 
to appoint five of the city’s ten aldermen. Russell, who advocated electoral reform 
and an end to lynching, used his authority to place dozens of African Americans 
in minor offices. White Democrats reacted with a vengeance. “Red Shirt compa-
nies,” like the paramilitary organizations used in South Carolina during Recon-
struction to keep black and white Republicans from voting, were revived—this 
time to destroy the new city government.128 The campaign was systematic and 
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thorough. South Carolina’s Democratic U.S. senator (and former governor) Ben 
Tillman, who had been present at the Hamburg Massacre in 1876 when Red Shirt 
companies murdered black Republicans, was even brought in to “consult” on 
how to remove the independents from office.129

The effort to overthrow the duly elected Wilmington government began in 
early 1897. Democratic politicians and editors launched a campaign against Afri-
can Americans to incite fear and panic in Wilmington’s white population. By 
the fall of 1898, the stage was set for the Democratic takeover of the govern-
ment. Jane Conly, a white resident of Wilmington who watched events unfold 
in the city, noted that black men were “threatened with dire things if they dared 
vote. A secret committee of twenty-five now began pointing shot guns at helpless 
Republican heads and requiring them to write letters announcing their intention 
to vote the Democratic ticket.”130 So bent were the Democrats on winning the 
election that they forbade the Populists and Republicans to so much as publicly 
announce their candidates. Not surprisingly, when the election came, the Demo-
crats won by an overwhelming majority. However, winning was apparently not 
enough; they wanted to assume their “elected” offices right away and not wait for 
any transition to power—which would have been a matter of weeks. Determined 
to root out all political opposition, Democrats called for the immediate resigna-
tion of every fusionist in office.131

Following the election, on November 10, 1898, resentment against fusion-
ists erupted into violence. A small but vocal section of the white population of 
Wilmington comprised of Democratic Party leaders stirred what quickly grew 
into a citywide antiblack hysteria. African Americans were physically attacked, 
beaten, and shot in street fights that left dozens killed. The pretext for the attacks: 
a recently published editorial written by Alex Manly, a young mulatto editor with 
a razor-sharp talent for cutting through the myths propagated about African 
Americans. Mississippi-born Ida B. Wells and other antilynching crusaders had 
been vigorously protesting the increasingly more common practice of lynching 
in the South by documenting and publicizing them. In 1895 Wells compiled sta-
tistics to counter the claim that lynching of black men was done to protect white 
womanhood—demonstrating that in 1893 alone fewer than one-third of those 
lynched were accused of rape or attempted rape.132

Wilmington, with a strong black middle class of lawyers, teachers, and public 
officials, had two black-owned and operated newspapers. On August 18 one of 
the two papers, the Daily Record, had published Manley’s editorial, which sub-
sequently became the focal point of the hysteria.133 Manley, the son of a former 
white governor of North Carolina and an African American woman, asserted that 
it was not always clear that poor white women “are any more particular in the 
matter of clandestine meetings with colored men, than are the white men with 
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colored women.” He continued, “Meetings of this kind go on for some time until 
the woman’s infatuation of the man’s boldness brings attention to them, and the 
man is lynched for rape.”134 For white Democrats, Manley’s editorial constituted a 
direct assault on the sanctity of white women and the honor of white men.

At first, little mention was made of the editorial itself. However, as the fall elec-
tions drew near, it was reprinted and then widely distributed, not only in Wilm-
ington, but throughout the state—over 300,000 copies were made. As Edward 
Ayers notes, “Everything about Manley’s statement infuriated white men, from 
its claims that white men were at fault, to the charge that white women secretly 
longed for black men, to the implication that Manley himself had firsthand 
knowledge of white women’s secret desire.”135 The presumed threat posed by black 
men to white womanhood, growing out of the changed political dynamics of the 
city where black and white independents governed, was an effective propaganda 
piece for white Democrats who argued that it was the direct result of “Negro 
rule.” In an eleventh-hour effort to quell the most reactionary elements in the 
Democratic Party who threatened violence, a committee of white Democrats 
resolved to demand that Manley leave Wilmington. The young journalist agreed, 
fully aware that his life was in danger, but word did not reach the four hundred 
armed white men (including white working-class men demanding control of 
certain jobs in the city) who had marched behind some of the city’s leading white 
professionals and businessmen to the Daily Record office.136 Shots were fired in 
an adjacent street. Most African Americans were blindsided by the attack. The 
few African Americans who happened to be armed, shot back, but were soon 
overwhelmed by the white mob. As the fighting poured into residential areas, 
African Americans found themselves entrapped. Black elected officials, fearing 
even more bloodshed, agreed to resign from their offices on the spot. The Demo-
crats had regained control.137

The return of Redeemer rule to Wilmington and the intense white reaction 
against African Americans signaled the demise of Black Populism in the state. 
Regionally, however, there remained a few strongholds of independent black 
power. East Texas, where the Colored Alliance had been launched in 1886, was 
one such stronghold—and, as it turns out, the last in the South.

In the summer of 1891 organizers of the Texas People’s Party began what 
became an eight-year crusade against the Democratic Party. The crusade, fought 
out in a series of battles across the eastern counties of the state, gained a sig-
nificant following among African Americans. Organizers drew on the member-
ship of the Colored Alliance and tapped African Americans disaffected with the 
Republican Party as well as those who had been previously affiliated with either 
the Union Labor or Prohibition parties.138 From the founding of the People’s Party, 
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African Americans participated in its local meetings and statewide conventions. 
Colored Alliance speakers addressed People’s Party rallies in several counties.139

And while the party did not fare well at the polls in its opening year, over a dozen 
counties were reported to have had Black Populist participation by 1894. In some 
places, African American participation was substantial earlier on. Going into the 
1892 election, fully one-third of the delegation from Gonzales County (west of 
Houston) were African Americans.140 Organizing black support for the People’s 
Party in 1892 had been complicated by the endorsement of Democratic guber-
natorial candidate James Hogg by prominent black Republican leaders who used 
their influence to sway African Americans not to vote for the third-party’s slate of 
candidates. The situation was similar to the one in Alabama in 1893, when black 
Republican leaders lent their support to Democrat Reuben Kolb, and in Georgia, 
three years later, when black Republicans endorsed the Democratic candidate 
William Atkinson.141

The run-up to the 1894 election was marked by the mass mobilizing efforts of 
John B. Rayner in both black and white communities. The Texas Advance began 
publishing his speaking schedule in March of that year; “Rev. J. B. Rayner, col-
ored, our Populist orator,” was on the move and word soon spread of the “travel-
ing negro.” According to Rayner’s biographer, Gregg Cantrell, the Black Populist 
spoke at a range of venues: barbecues, picnics, political meetings, conventions, 
county courthouses, local opera houses, as well as in isolated black settlements. 
From April through June 1894, the “Silver-Tongued Orator” traveled across 
eastern Texas, setting up Black Populist clubs and helping to consolidate fusion 
agreements with the Republican Party. One report from a town near Austin read: 
“The colored people of Elgin turned out [en] masse on last Saturday to hear J. B. 
Rayner . . . The opera house was filled with white and black and Rayner made 
many colored Populists by his address. We are growing in numbers and influ-
ence.” Not only did Rayner organize African Americans and disaffected white 
Democrats into the party, he also directed white colleagues on how best to reach 
would-be adherents.142

While there are no records to indicate just how many People’s Party chapters 
Rayner established, he was personally credited with bringing an estimated 25,000 
African Americans into the ranks of the party.143 Rayner’s skill as an organizer lay 
in his ability to articulate a political perspective that allayed the fears of white 
Populists (who were susceptible to being organized around the generation-old 
rallying cry of “Negro rule”) while simultaneously addressing the most immedi-
ate concerns of African Americans. His message was clear: “Vote the People’s 
Party ticket; we will get better wages for our work and we will have better times 
in the South.”144 African Americans were especially drawn to his message about 
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reforming the convict-lease system. The notoriously exploitative system thrived 
on all-white Democratic-appointed juries and judges sending African Ameri-
cans into slave-like conditions.145

Rayner’s organizing pace “preaching the [People’s Party] doctrine” was fre-
netic and apparently relentless. He reportedly made three speeches for every 
one delivered by his leading white Populist counterparts. Moreover, Rayner 
often spoke in the face of danger, displaying, as one commentator put it “physi-
cal bravery,” threatened as he was on a number of occasions.146 His efforts did 
not go unnoticed—or unrewarded. On June 19, 1894, Rayner and other Black 
Populists joined twelve hundred other People’s Party delegates in Waco for the 
party’s state convention. At the convention, the popular white Allianceman Har-
rison “Stump” Ashby introduced Rayner, who in turn addressed the body. By this 
point Rayner was the most widely recognized African American independent in 
Texas—the undisputed leader of Black Populism in the state. Rayner’s extraordi-
nary recruitment efforts were formally acknowledged by the Texas People’s Party, 
which elected him as a member-at-large of the party’s executive committee. 
Equally important to his joining the fifteen-man board was being named to the 
party’s platform committee. He used the position to sharpen the party’s platform 
regarding issues of concern to African Americans—including the convict-lease 
system, the lack of “fair elections and an honest count,” the need for “an efficient 
lien law” to protect agrarian workers, and public education.147

Educating voters about the electoral process and particular tactics to be used 
was critical to building black support for the People’s Party. Rayner’s Black Popu-
list chapters, which he purportedly formed with the help of a “corps of colored 
assistants,” served as venues for political education. William Teague, a Black Pop-
ulist from Tilmon (in Caldwell County, south of Austin), for instance, noted in 
the People’s Party Paper in April 1894 that a large chapter had been organized in 
his county. According to Teague, African Americans in the chapter were studying 
and “investigating subjects related to politics.”148 Through this process, Rayner 
was joined by increasing numbers of African Americans at conventions in 1894 
and 1896.149

Black Republicans were slow, if even willing, to support the People’s Party. 
After years of opposition, Norris Wright Cuney, one of the most prominent black 
Republicans in the state and grand master of the black Free Masons of Galves-
ton, finally supported fusion with the People’s Party—but only after lily-white 
Republicans had driven him out of his own party.150 His argument in favor of 
fusion in Texas in 1896 echoed the call made by African Americans in other parts 
of the South over the years: “[T]he combined vote of the two parties was far 
greater than that of the Democrats.” Most black Republican leaders in Texas nev-
ertheless continued to oppose fusion, including William “Gooseneck” McDonald, 
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who reasoned, as did some of his black Republican colleagues from Georgia, that 
programmatic differences between Republicans and Populists simply rendered a 
meaningful alliance between the two parties impossible.151 For his part, Rayner 
rallied African American support for the People’s Party despite such black Repub-
lican opposition.

The investment in local political recruitment and training translated into a 
modest set of victories for the People’s Party. While in 1892 the People’s Party 
won only 8 out of 128 seats in the state legislature; two years later, the party nearly 
tripled its representation by winning 22 seats.152 By 1896, voter turnout in the gov-
ernor’s race approached 86 percent, with the People’s Party and Republican Party 
fusion ticket receiving 46.5 percent of the total vote. Notably, African Americans 
voted nearly fifteen percentage points higher than their white counterparts in 
1896, with approximately 50 percent of African Americans voting Republican as 
part of fusion agreements statewide and 3 percent of black voters casting their 
vote directly for the People’s Party.153 Despite the fusion movement’s growth in 
Texas, members of the People’s Party, in conjunction with Republicans, were 
unable to gain enough seats in the state legislature to effect changes in the law—
that is, in the way that their counterparts in North Carolina had been able to 
do.154 Changes, however, did take place locally and nowhere more visibly than 
in Grimes County, east Texas. There, beginning in 1898, a coalition of black and 
white Populists succeeded in overturning local Redeemer rule. But as in Wilm-
ington, they would be removed from office through force of arms. The historian 
Lawrence Goodwyn recounts the events surrounding the rise and then violent 
demise of Black Populism in what was the last stronghold, not only in the state, 
but the South at large.155

In Grimes County, sixty miles north of Houston, where the Colored Alliance 
had been launched, African Americans in alliance with white Populists, took 
control of local government. Once in office the black and independent alliance 
carried out a series of reforms that led to the election of a black district clerk, Jim 
Kennard, and several black deputy sheriffs appointed by a white Populist sheriff, 
Garrett Scott. The independent government—headed by Scott and Kennard—
became the target of Democratic political reaction. Scott had previously been 
active in the Greenback Party and was elected sheriff in 1882 through a coalition 
of Republicans and Greenbackers. The coalition remained intact and in office 
through the mid-1880s, until, under the banner of white solidarity, the Demo-
cratic Party took over.156 In 1892, with the rise of the People’s Party in Texas, the 
independent coalition in east Texas was organized once again, this time under 
the leadership of Scott and Kennard. They were joined by Morris Carrington, a 
school principal, and Jack Haynes—two African Americans described as “staunch 
advocates of Populism in the black community,” along with several other white 
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allies.157 Together, they would lead the People’s Party to victory in Grimes County 
in 1896 and then again in 1898.

As in other counties where the People’s Party had a strong presence, the 
Democratic press denounced Grimes County as being under “Negro rule.”158 In 
response, Democrats created a paramilitary organization—in much the same way 
that Democrats responded to the success of Black Populism in North Carolina 
by forming Red Shirt companies—to destroy the newly reelected black and inde-
pendent government of Grimes County.159 In the spring of 1899, a defeated Dem-
ocratic candidate for county judge, James G. McDonald Jr., along with several 
other defeated white Democrats and prominent local white citizens, organized 
the White Man’s Union Association—apparently inspired by a similar organiza-
tion formed in Wharton County called the Jaybird Association. McDonald had 
been voted out of office as county judge (a position he had held for four years) 
by black and independent white voters in 1896. His second defeat two years later 
was apparently intolerable. He and his fellow Democrats had become determined 
to restore themselves to government by destroying the coalition; they would do 
so through sheer terror. The White Man’s Union began organizing itself clandes-
tinely but soon began to openly boast its aims, which was not only to unseat the 
newly elected government through its own slate of candidates but to forcefully 
remove black voters from the electoral arena.160

In the fall of 1899 newspapers began recording increasing numbers of violent 
incidents in the county and printed warnings of imminent danger to African 
Americans. Two African Americans had already been lynched in the county ear-
lier in the year; more deadly violence erupted in the coming months. By the 
spring of 1900, night riders were regularly roaming the county and threatening 
black voters and their families—telling them to leave the county or face untold 
consequences. Then in July, only blocks away from the Grimes County court-
house in Anderson, the Black Populist leader Jim Kennard was approached 
and in broad daylight shot off his horse. His murderer was widely rumored to 
have been the leader of the White Man’s Union, Judge McDonald. Soon another 
prominent Black Populist, Jack Haynes, was murdered—this time in his cotton 
field where he was working. Two leading African Americans of the People’s Party 
were now killed, and openly.161

Sheriff Scott tried in vain to persuade white farmers to take up arms to protect 
other possible black targets. African Americans, fearful of what might follow, 
began fleeing Grimes County. It was reported that scores of people left “by train, 
by horse and cart, by day and by night.” In fact, thousands of African Americans, 
as well as white Populist allies would forever leave the county. They began doing 
so before and immediately following the election, which easily saw the White 
Man’s Union’s slate of candidates (including Judge McDonald) sweep into office. 
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The terrorist campaign had succeeded in restoring Democratic rule and elimi-
nating black voters from the electoral process: reportedly, while 4,500 people 
voted in the county in 1898, the 1900 election saw fewer than half—only about 
1,900—go to the polls. In some places, such as Plantersville, north of Anderson, 
votes for the People’s Party dropped from 256 in 1898 down to 5 in 1900 (a 98 
percent decrease). Although the Democrats were back in office, it appeared that 
the terrorist campaign would not stop until Scott was himself either driven out 
of the county or killed.162

Ambushed by a group of heavily armed members of the White Man’s Union, 
the now ousted Scott and his deputies took cover in Anderson’s jailhouse, where 
they came under siege. Outnumbered and after nearly two days of fighting, an 
exhausted Scott and his men surrendered. With rifles trained on Scott (who was 
still bleeding, having sustained a bullet wound) the attackers looked on as mem-
bers of his family carried the former sheriff out of town on a wagon. The black and 
independent alliance had been crushed. Four days after the battle, a company of 
light infantry from Houston’s Volunteer State Guard marched into the once Black 
Populist stronghold, greeted by the newly restored Democratic regime.163

What began in the early 1890s with the launching of an independent electoral 
strategy by African Americans to challenge the Southern Democracy ended with 
the defeat of the movement itself. The opening decade of the new century saw the 
near complete elimination of African Americans from the electoral arena in the 
South and the beginning of an extended period of black political retrenchment 
in the region, but not without attempts at picking up where Black Populists had 
left off. With few exceptions, the Democrats had proven themselves impervious 
to the challenges posed by Black Populists and their white allies. In the end, Black 
Populists were defeated virtually everywhere they had asserted themselves.
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Chapter Five

COLLAPSE AND AFTERMATH

Be watchful, stand firm in your faith, be courageous, be strong . . . I urge you to 
be subject to such men and to every fellow worker and laborer.

—I Corinthians 16:13–16, final sermon, Reverend Walter A. Pattillo, Granville County, North Carolina, c. 1908

With the exceptions of North Carolina and east Texas, Black Populists were unable 
to produce democratic political reforms, greater funding for public education, or 
a revival of black officeholding. By the summer of 1891, tens of thousands of Afri-
can Americans across the South were actively participating in local chapters of 
the Colored Alliance, the People’s Party, or other organizations of the movement. 
Moving beyond its initial focus on agrarian cooperation and economic reform 
in the 1880s, Black Populists in the 1890s called for reforming the electoral pro-
cess itself. As Gerald Gaither succinctly notes, “political reform [would need to] 
precede economic reform.”1 Black Populists and their white allies argued that 
economic reforms would simply not be affected at the ballot box without engag-
ing the process through which reforms were enacted; Democratic control over 
the electoral process would have to be dislodged. But how?

The People’s Party offered hope. Proclamations of massive black support 
for the party were largely speculative. Those who offered specific numbers 
did so propagandistically—but not without reason or basis. At the People’s 
Party national convention in Omaha during the summer of 1892, newspapers 
reported that some “400,000 blackmen have been enlisted in the organization.”2

That number, like other membership estimates—from the Colored Alliance’s 
claim of 500,000, noted in the spring of 1891, to the 1.2 million figure stated later 
that year—remain impossible to verify.3 In place of membership records, we 
have declarations by spokespersons restated in the press of the day. In the end, 
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because of the necessarily covert and decentralized organizing process of Black 
Populism, it is likely that scholars will never know the precise number of people 
who were involved in the movement. What survive in the historical record are 
the names and some of the details of the most prominent Black Populist lead-
ers: the Walter Pattillos, George Washington Murrays, and John B. Rayners of 
the movement. The specifics of the lives and political work of the rank and file 
of the movement, however, can only be indirectly surmised: from the Colored 
Alliance men on horseback vowing to protect their leader Oliver Cromwell, to 
those riding alongside Weaver, their candidate; from the men who stood guard 
at meetings of the Knights of Labor, to the black women holding up their chil-
dren at People’s Party rallies.

Trying to quantify Black Populism is an elusive affair. Attempts at correlating 
census and voting data yield inconclusive results in determining estimated black 
participation in the People’s Party, for instance, given that unquantifiable fac-
tors—namely, varying types of voting fraud—render regression analysis unreli-
able. From what can be gathered from the historical record, the number of active 
participants in the movement (those who attended meetings regularly, or later 
on, voted for particular Black Populist–supported candidates) conservatively 
reached into the tens of thousands. Hundreds of thousands more black men and 
women in the South probably agreed with the need and demands made by Black 
Populists for economic and political reforms but hesitated to demonstrate their 
support either out of fear of reprisals for their involvement or simply because 
they did not see the movement as tenable. Ultimately, the actions of Black Popu-
lists were circumscribed by the realities of grinding poverty, potential and actual 
violence, and legal tactics used by Democrats to counter any threat to the South-
ern Democracy.

The extent to which Black Populism threatened the authority of the Demo-
cratic Party may in part be measured by the reaction to the movement.4 One 
reaction took the form of southern state legislatures pressing (successfully) for 
legal disfranchisement. The loss of the ballot was more than just a vote on elec-
tion day; it meant the loss of the right to hold public office, to sit on juries, and 
to allocate tax dollars for schools and other services in rural black communi-
ties. Democrats pushed for disfranchisement in multiple ways: through local 
and state election laws, constitutional amendment, or the complete rewriting of 
constitutions. Mississippi Democrats organized a state constitutional convention 
in 1890 in which a new constitution was written and passed targeting African 
Americans, but with the effect of disfranchising both black and white voters. As 
a result, overall voter turnout in the state was more than halved: from 43.3 per-
cent in 1888 to 18.7 percent in 1892.5 Accompanying this drop, were the number 
of African Americans registered to vote in Mississippi, which plummeted from 
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approximately 190,000 in 1890 to 8,615 in 1892—a decrease of 95 percent.6 Else-
where in the South, poll taxes were used to disfranchise black voters: in Florida 
(1889), Tennessee (1890), and Arkansas (1891). However, the “Mississippi Plan” 
was carried out by Democratic legislatures in South Carolina (1895), Louisiana 
(1898), Alabama (1901), and Virginia (1902). Finally, state legislatures of North 
Carolina, Texas, and Georgia disenfranchised African Americans through con-
stitutional amendments—in 1900, 1902, and 1905, respectively.7

By the beginning of the twentieth century, virtually every southern state leg-
islature had amended its constitution or enacted municipal or state election laws 
to disenfranchise black voters and legally segregate African Americans in public 
establishments and services (including street trolleys, restaurants, theaters, and 
schools). The effect of literacy tests, poll taxes, white primaries, “understand-
ing” and grandfather clauses, and other measures to disqualify black voters from 
participating in elections was particularly acute in the Lower South. As in Mis-
sissippi, Louisiana black voter registration fell dramatically between 1890 and 
1900—from 127,923 to 5,320. By contrast, voter registration among the state’s 
white population during these years fell only slightly—from 126,884 in 1890 to 
125,437 by 1900. Within the last four years of this period, black voter registration 
fell 96 percent—from 130,344 to 5,320.8 While disfranchisement in Mississippi 
and Louisiana took accelerated form, disfranchisement in South Carolina (in 
terms of voter turnout) took slightly longer, but was just as thorough: from 96 
percent black voter turnout in 1876 to 11 percent in 1896. In all three states, the 
near complete elimination of black voters from the electoral process was achieved 
by the turn of the century.9

Driving the attack on African American voting rights were the fears of the 
southern white elite that Black Populism would bring about the kinds of demo-
cratic changes enacted during the heyday of Reconstruction. Democratic leaders 
invoked the specter of “Negro rule” and “social equality” to rally poor whites 
into joining their fight to suppress African American electoral participation and 
the coming of a “second Reconstruction.” The Republican-Populist victory in 
North Carolina fueled these fears, as did other challenges to Redeemer rule—as 
did those made by Black Populists in Georgia and Texas. Using the Democratic 
Party as their principal vehicle, and relying on paramilitary force (state militias, 
posses, and vigilante groups) to back their political actions, African Americans 
were systematically removed from the political process.

Democrats were not the only ones calling for black disfranchisement; by 
the late 1890s many white Populists, including former Black Populist allies, had 
joined them. Their logic was simple: as the Democratic Party—by means of fraud, 
coercion, and manipulation—consistently nullified African Americans’ votes, 
including those that went to the People’s Party, it became in the interest of white 
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Populists to remove black voters from the registration rolls. African Americans 
were to be deprived of their right to vote (in direct violation of Section 1 of the 
Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution). As one white Republican from 
Virginia noted ironically: “The remedy [of disfranchisement] suggested here is 
to punish the man who has been injured [in order] to prevent the Democratic 
election officials from stealing their votes[!]”10 Before the close of the century, 
the twisted logic for black disfranchisement was adopted by, among others, Tom 
Watson, who had earlier preached that the combination of black and white votes 
in the People’s Party could defeat the Democrats at the polls. With excessive 
fraud and legal disfranchisement, Watson no longer believed this to be possible, 
or even desirable, and joined the drive toward the elimination of black voter 
participation in the South.11

Along with Democrats and growing numbers of white Populists calling for 
black disfranchisement in the late 1890s, there were also white Republicans who 
sought to remove African Americans from elected office. Integral to the lily-white 
Republican strategy was the elimination of black Republicans from internal party 
positions. African Americans, according to this plan, were to be reduced to vot-
ers, and nothing more. The long-term aim was apparently to build up a strong 
enough base of white Republican voters to win national elections, which would 
eventually translate into political power and patronage at the state level for white 
Republicans. Republican tickets would necessarily need to be purged of African 
Americans if lily-whites in the party were to attract support from disaffected 
white Democrats and new white voters. That the basic civil and political rights 
of African Americans were of no consideration in the calculations of so many 
white Populists, underscores why Black Populists had, from the very beginning, 
organized themselves separately from their white “brethren.”12

George Washington Murray led the counterattack on black voting rights 
in South Carolina while African Americans elsewhere tried to petition their 
state legislatures to counter disfranchisement. Booker T. Washington, who had 
emerged as the most visible black leader in the nation with the passing of Fred-
erick Douglass in 1895, petitioned the Alabama state legislature for political 
relief and redress (a lesser known fact about his career, which has been painted 
as rejecting all political activities). Some African Americans took a more con-
frontational stance: for instance, a black convention in Birmingham threatened 
mass migration to states where “the rights of manhood will be respected.”13

But such demands, appeals, and even threats fell on deaf ears. Some African 
Americans in the North attempted to intervene, but their energies were directed 
toward condemning black disfranchisement, instead of supporting those in the 
South—namely, Black Populists—who were attempting to engage the Southern 
Democracy. As it turns out, few prominent African Americans in the North 
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acknowledged the importance of Black Populism as either a countervailing polit-
ical force to the Southern Democracy or a movement to stem the rising tide of 
Jim Crow.14

An elderly Frederick Douglass was unwilling to lend his support to the third-
party effort. He wrote shortly before his death: “We have a chance of getting a 
better man from the Republicans than from the Democrats or Populists.”15 A par-
tisan loyalist until the end, Douglass’s position remained fixed: the Republican 
Party was the ship, all else the sea. His biographer Waldo Martin notes that Doug-
lass’s “stalwart Republicanism contributed to his failure to explore more carefully 
and fully alternative political possibilities for his people’s struggle, such as the 
third party insurgency of Populism.”16 Like Douglass, the antilynching crusader 
and journalist Ida B. Wells-Barnett, who had been forced to flee to the North after 
her life was threatened in Tennessee, did not lend her support to Black Populism. 
Black independents in the Midwest, such as George Edwin Taylor, a labor leader 
and newspaper editor from Wisconsin who would go on to run for president 
on the National Negro Liberty Party in 1904, would look to his east for black 
labor allies, not south. A more prominent African American labor leader in the 
North, however, indicated his support for the People’s Party. T. Thomas Fortune, 
the outspoken leader of the National Afro-American Council, remarked that 
“none of them [the two major parties] cares a fig for the Afro-American,” not-
ing that “another party may rise to finish the uncompleted work [of Reconstruc-
tion].”17 While Fortune initially expressed support for the People’s Party, he later 
changed his mind; generally, he said, he had “no faith in parties”—moving toward 
a nonpartisan stance.18 Notably, the People’s Party received support from promi-
nent white labor leaders. In 1894, Eugene V. Debs (who would run multiple times 
as the presidential candidate of the Socialist Party) declared during a Pullman 
strike meeting: “I am a Populist, and I favor wiping out both old parties so they 
will never come into power again . . . I want every one of you to go to the polls 
and vote the people’s ticket.”19

In the early twentieth century the black scholar, journalist, and political 
activist W. E. B. Du Bois reflected on the independent political movement. He 
wrote, “The Populist Movement which swept over the West and South . . . was 
a third party movement of deep significance.” The movement’s demise, Du Bois 
lamented, was a consequence of “election frauds of the South.” His words, how-
ever, came years after Black Populism’s rise and fall. This is to say, African Ameri-
cans in the rural South would largely go at building their movement without the 
support of northern black leaders.20

Left to fend for themselves, many rural southern African Americans looked 
to escape the hostilities and lack of opportunities in the region and hope for 
better conditions elsewhere. But unlike the exodus of the late 1870s, which saw 
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a movement largely west, the new one would continue—uninterrupted—for 
decades to come, and mostly directed to the north. What became a mass out-
pouring of rural black southerners to northern urban centers would reshape 
the political, economic, and cultural contours of the North. Soon, the “Great 
Migration” would usher landmark political developments in the twentieth cen-
tury: industrial unionism, the New Deal, and a transformation of a largely black 
Republican electoral base to African Americans becoming a key constituency of 
the northern Democratic Party.21

With the collapse of Black Populism and the reassertion of the Southern 
Democracy, many African Americans left the South. They did so just as African 
Americans had done a generation earlier with the collapse of Reconstruction. 
The second time, however, was on a significantly larger scale. Beginning as a 
trickle in the 1890s, black migration to the North grew into a steady flow by the 
first decades of the twentieth century. The Great Migration first saw the move-
ment of African Americans from rural areas to cities in the South; from southern 
cities African Americans moved north. African Americans, as individuals and 
families, moved from Atlanta, Birmingham, Memphis, and Norfolk, up to Chi-
cago, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and Harlem. Between 1880 and 1910, it is estimated 
that 537,000 black men and women from the South moved to the North.22

The advent of World War I accelerated black migration to northern cities with 
increased demand for labor. Hundreds of thousands of mostly white workers left 
their jobs to serve in the armed forces. Meanwhile, European immigration into 
the United States slowed down. The combination brought tens of thousands of 
African Americans into jobs from which they had been either previously barred 
from entering or only occupied in small numbers. Adding to the drive north-
ward was a boll weevil infestation of the cotton crop, which destroyed harvests 
throughout the Black Belt. The infestation created even greater economic hard-
ship for African Americans in the South, prompting further migration. By 1930 
it is estimated that an additional 1.5 million African Americans left the South. 
They entered a range of urban-based work, including industrial labor. The mas-
sive demographic shift to the North would help usher in some of the most critical 
political developments at the twentieth century, including industrial unionism, 
the New Deal, and the modern civil rights movement.23

In the South, the ideal set forth of a “New South”—the development of a 
manufacturing region mirroring the Northeast—would manifest itself only in 
a few areas. These areas included Birmingham, with its iron industry, and parts 
of North Carolina’s Piedmont, with its furniture-making factories. By and large, 
however, the South remained a labor-intensive, low-technology, agricultural 
region well into the twentieth century. While increasing numbers of African 
Americans in the South owned land—at least through the first decade of the 
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twentieth century—it tended to be less valued, low-yielding property at consid-
erable distances from railroad stops. By the turn of the century nearly one out of 
four black southerners owned at least some of the land they worked; this meant 
that three-quarters of African Americans still did not own land. Black landown-
ership was lowest in the Black Belt—that is, areas of high cotton growth, where 
African Americans comprised large populations working on antebellum-style 
plantations.24

Despite the growth in black landownership the single largest group of rural 
African Americans in the South at the turn of the century remained sharecrop-
pers: 670,000 men and women, or 75 percent of the rural black population, with 
agricultural workers accounting for fewer than 5 percent.25 The consolidation of 
the best land into the hands of wealthier white farmers in the early twentieth cen-
tury, through a combination of inequitable trading practices, financial discrimi-
nation, inflated interest rates, and the advent of new mechanization (mechanical 
reapers and harvesters), along with falling crop prices, would drive tens of thou-
sands more African Americans off the land, abandoning agriculture and migrat-
ing out of the region.

Paradoxically, despite the increased migration of African Americans out of 
the South, large parts of the region, especially rural areas, became overcrowded. 
The largest families in the nation were southern based, averaging five persons per 
household. With a 2.1 percent rate of growth, southern population increase was 
double that of the Northeast.26 As Edward Ayers notes, “The rural South became 
caught in a demographic and economic vise. Growing numbers of people tried to 
make a living on the land, but the crop they grew paid an ever-declining return 
precisely because so many more people were growing it.” He continues, “the 
average size of Southern farms shrank every year as parents divided old farms 
for their children and as sons turned to the only alternative to going to town 
or moving away: starting out as a tenant on someone else’s land.”27 While some 
Black Populists joined the Great Migration in search of economic (and political) 
opportunities, most—like the majority of African Americans in the South—were 
forced to accommodate to southern white supremacy, which entailed both eco-
nomic and political dependency.28

A number of Black Populist leaders affiliated with the Colored Alliance, the 
People’s Party, or both were killed during the course of the movement. Oliver 
Cromwell was murdered by white supremacists in Mississippi in 1889; Ben Pat-
terson was killed by white planters in Arkansas in 1891; and Jim Kennard and Jack 
Haynes were both murdered by the White Man’s Union in Texas in 1899. Dozens 
of other black leaders, whose names have been lost or remain undiscovered, but 
whose existence can be inferred from existing records of violence in the region, 
were also killed; hundreds more—such as local leaders Lewis Jones of North 
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Carolina’s Colored Alliance or Henry Doyle of Georgia’s People’s Party—were 
either assaulted or narrowly escaped assassination.29

Other Black Populist leaders retreated from the fray before being physically 
harmed. The details are not clear, but a combination of threats on leaders and 
their families, financial strain, and other related pressures forced many to retreat. 
After helping to establish the national People’s Party in 1892, Colored Alliance 
leaders Walter Pattillo of North Carolina, William Warwick of Virginia, and John 
L. Moore do not appear in records indicating their involvement in the move-
ment. By 1892, Humphrey, the most notable white leader in the movement, had 
served as the Colored Alliance’s chief spokesperson for six years. Like Pattillo 
and Warwick, Humphrey largely disappears from the record after 1892.30

Pattillo, Warwick, Moore, and Humphrey, along with other leaders, continued 
their work as farmers, educators, and ministers (the three most prominent lines 
of work among Black Populist leaders).31 Other African American leaders in the 
movement migrated—or escaped—to the North to pursue careers in journalism 
and politics in less hostile environments. After serving as an assistant enrolling 
clerk for the People’s Party in Kansas, Lutie Lytle studied law and became the first 
woman to teach law in the South. She moved to New York and became a mem-
ber of the Women’s Federation, which advocated women’s suffrage. By the 1920s 
she had become a supporter of Marcus Garvey, the Jamaican-born leader of the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association and founder of contemporary Black 
Nationalism.32

Most African Americans stayed in the South and attempted to cope with the 
political and economic conditions of Jim Crow. While Booker T. Washington did 
not support the People’s Party, he may have been speaking indirectly to African 
Americans who had politically asserted themselves when he stated, “‘Cast down 
your bucket where you are’—cast it down in making friends in every manly way 
of the people of all races by whom we are surrounded . . . In all things that are 
purely social [black and white southerners] can be as separate as the fingers, yet 
one as the hand in all things essential to mutual [economic] progress.” At least 
publicly, he cautioned against political activity. He urged accommodation instead 
and, in particular, self-improvement along the lines of what the Colored Alliance 
had advocated in its declaration of principles over a decade earlier: “To edu-
cate the agricultural classes in the science of economic government in a strictly 
non-partisan spirit . . . To aid its members to become more skillful and efficient 
workers.”33

Nevertheless, Booker T. Washington secretly financed several campaigns and 
legal cases against electoral discrimination. In 1900 he raised money to challenge 
the constitutionality of a grandfather clause in the new Louisiana state constitu-
tion. The constitution allowed illiterate white men to vote if their grandfathers 
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were qualified to vote, yet African Americans were excluded from voting based 
on the same principal. In 1903 and 1904 Washington also funded the legal chal-
lenges Giles v. Harris and Giles v. Teasley against discriminatory voter registra-
tion practices in Alabama. The Supreme Court went on to throw out both Giles 
cases on technicalities. Washington’s covert actions speak to the multiple ways in 
which African Americans in the New South had to negotiate their political envi-
ronment. They often did so by publicly stating what white southerners wanted to 
hear, while privately carrying out the work deemed necessary to support African 
Americans’ interests.34

John B. Rayner of Texas had come into Black Populism as the movement 
turned toward the electoral arena. He was active in the People’s Party from 
1892 through its collapse. Unlike most Black Populists, much is known about 
his career beyond the movement. After leaving the Texas People’s Party, Rayner 
remained in the South and founded two black vocational schools. He returned to 
the Republican Party in 1912, wrote newspaper articles, and campaigned against 
Prohibition (a reversal of his earlier position).35 While Rayner worked publicly 
for accommodation—currying favor with the lumber magnate John Henry 
Kirby, who contributed to his educational projects and occasionally employed 
him as a labor recruiter—he privately wrote of “the white man’s hallucinated idea 
of his race superiority.”36 Rayner worked in the Texas Law and Order League and 
became grand master of the United Brothers of Friendship, one of a number of 
black fraternal orders. Toward the end of his life he wrote editorials pressing for 
African Americans to serve in the armed forces during World War I. He died of 
natural causes in his home in Calvert, Texas, in 1918.37

South Carolina’s George Washington Murray, who had helped to lead the 
Colored Alliance in the state and worked on behalf of black political interests 
via the Republican Party, became a successful inventor of agricultural technolo-
gies. He received eight patents for his inventions in agricultural implements, 
including various attachments that could be adapted to a single implement for 
multiple uses. After serving his terms in Congress where he represented “the 
toiling and producing millions, who are neither gold bugs nor silver bugs,” 
he moved to Chicago, where he developed a career as a writer and lecturer.38

Murray—the last African American congressman from South Carolina until 
the late twentieth century—would also serve as a delegate to several Republican 
national conventions in the early 1900s. He lived to the age of seventy-three, 
passing away in 1926.39

A number of Black Populist leaders returned to their church base; some pur-
sued divinity school, if they had not yet received such training. Sherman McCrary 
of South Carolina’s Cooperative Workers received a master’s degree from Lin-
coln University’s seminary in 1904; he was ordained by the First Colored Baptist 
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Church in Atlanta before returning to Greer, South Carolina.40 John S. Jackson of 
Alabama’s Colored Alliance was ordained and joined the Negro Young People’s 
Congress (whose membership included Booker T. Washington). The Georgia 
People’s Party’s Henry S. Doyle received a doctor of divinity degree from Ohio 
Wesleyan University and become pastor of the Colored Methodist Episcopal 
church, holding important charges in Birmingham, Augusta, and Washington, 
D.C., and later serving in Shreveport, Louisiana. According to one of Doyle’s 
contemporaries, Channing H. Tobias, “Although the third party movement 
passed off the scene, Doyle never became reconciled with the Republican Party 
as a medium through which equal rights for the Negro could be secured . . . the 
door of the [Democratic Party] was closed against the black man. So Doyle was 
a partyless man from the time of the dissolution of the Populist movement until 
he died [in Kerrville, Texas, in 1913].”41

W. E. B. Du Bois had taken interest in the rise of the People’s Party, and made 
it part of the subject of his trilogy The Black Flame, which was based on inter-
views and correspondence with members of Doyle’s family and friends. In the 
first book, The Ordeal of Mansart, he deals with the role of Doyle in Watson’s 
campaign. Du Bois writes of Doyle’s dilemma with the defeat of 1892: “Doyle 
faded into silence after the campaign of 1892. He had planted the seed. He had 
given all his strength and risked his life career. His own people distrusted his 
breach with the Republican Party and his alliance with [disaffected] Democrats 
and poor whites.” When Doyle was pressed by his bishop for his lackluster finan-
cial report (having dedicated himself to Black Populism more than the tasks 
of ministering, including fundraising for his church), the young minister was 
ordered to Alabama. As Du Bois notes, “Doyle could not rebel. He had a young 
family. He knew no other work. He bowed his head and went west. Ten years he 
aroused growing congregations to fervent prayer . . . Then [tuberculosis] crept 
into his golden voice. Ten more years he fought back its ravages in ever failing 
effort; until discouraged and forgotten, he died in Texas where the [Colored] 
Alliance had been born.”42

Du Bois reached both Tobias, a fellow Black Populist who knew Doyle from 
attending his church and following his political leadership, as well as Doyle’s 
son, Dr. Bertram W. Doyle, a sociologist trained at the University of Chicago. 
As it turns out, the younger Doyle taught at Fisk University (where Du Bois had 
earlier attended). In 1937 Professor Doyle published The Etiquette of Race Rela-
tions in the South: A Study in Social Control, which was to be long considered 
the standard treatise on the manners of white supremacy in the South. In the 
book, Doyle discusses how custom was even more effective than law in control-
ling social conduct. As he put it, “when in doubt as to what is expected of him, 
[southern African Americans] will ask what is customary—not what is the law.”43
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Doyle later became a dean at Municipal College in Louisville, Kentucky, and in 
1950 was elected bishop of the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church, headquar-
tered in Memphis.44 As Doyle’s trajectory into the mid-twentieth century helps to 
demonstrate, educational advancement and the church remained central tenets 
of the black community.

In 1896, after traveling and working around the state Walter Pattillo returned 
to Granville County, North Carolina, where he was appointed principal of 
Oxford High School.45 He also preached at a number of black Baptist churches in 
the county, including Antioch and First Baptist. In 1906, two years before he died 
in his home, his alma mater, the Raleigh Theological Institute (Shaw University), 
honored him for his life’s work by awarding him a doctor of divinity degree.46

Pattillo’s son recalled his father’s last sermon. It was in the spring of 1908 and 
Pattillo chose to read the following biblical passage: “Be watchful, stand firm in 
your faith, be courageous, be strong. Let all that you do be done in love . . . I urge 
you to be subject to such men and to every fellow worker and laborer” (I Cor-
inthians 16:13–16).47 In choosing this particular passage, Pattillo may have been 
reflecting on his own experiences during a brief moment when poor black and 
white people might have come together to make the South anew. His decision 
to use these particular words might have been his way of paying silent homage 
to his fellow workers and laborers in their collective crusade while signaling the 
need for that struggle to carry on in ways that were possible. A History of the 
Negro Baptists of North Carolina, published the same year Pattillo passed away, 
describes the black minister as “a strong man taken from the ranks, loyal to every 
interest”—foremost among those interests being those of rural black folk.48

If detailed firsthand accounts of Black Populist male leaders remain scant, 
less still exists on African American women in the movement. Women had been 
key organizers of the black churches which had been points of departure for the 
multiple labor unions and farming associations that constituted Black Populism. 
The particular contributions of black women to Black Populism—whether on 
their own or in their capacities as the wives, sisters, mothers, or daughters of 
male participants—remain obscure. Mary Ida (Hart) Pattillo, Winnie A. (Wil-
liams) Lowe, Clarissa Rayner, Fannie Munn Shuffer, and other spouses of known 
Black Populist leaders likely shaped the movement.49 They may have done so as 
advisors and confidantes, if not strategists behind the scenes. In a more tangible 
manner, it is known that African American women were relied upon as financial 
backers to Black Populist organizations—that is, in addition to being primary 
sources of support for households.50 The fact that women constituted such large 
numbers within the Colored Alliance—at least according to what records exist—
suggests not only active participation, but leadership. As one black Baptist male 
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congregant noted of female “officials” in his church, they “exercise an authority, 
greater in many cases than that of the ministers.”51

According to Humphrey, women comprised a quarter of the total member-
ship of the Colored Alliance in 1891; many, like their male counterparts, worked 
as farmers and agrarian laborers. Census records, however, minimize the actual 
extent of female agrarian labor. Women in rural areas were rarely listed as “farm-
ers” but as “servants” instead. Those who were wage earners had a particularly 
important role to play in the movement. Many women in the Colored Alliance 
were tied to the cash economy as rural domestics or petty traders. Their access 
to cash helped to ensure regular payment of subscriptions and membership 
dues to the organization that their non-wage-earning male counterparts were 
often unable to pay.52 Black women had moreover created their own unions and 
associations. In the 1880s, laundresses, among others, formed local chapters of 
the Knight of Labor and were members of other groups that fed the rise of the 
People’s Party. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) was part of 
the coalition of reform groups that founded the national People’s Party. Its most 
prominent black leader, Lucinda Thurman, headed up the WCTU’s Depart-
ment of Colored Workers. Under her leadership the number of southern black 
chapters, known as the “Thurman union,” grew substantially; Texas alone had 
at least fifteen WCTU chapters and a statewide organization. (Thurman left the 
organization in 1908 to become president of the National Association of Colored 
Women.) Finally, as various People’s parties were formed across the South, black 
women both attended and helped to organize rallies for the new “negro party.”53

The apparent lack of women’s involvement in certain types of protest actions 
points to another set of issues. Black women were, on record, less involved than 
their male counterparts in strikes and demonstrations involving violence. While 
women led or participated in boycotts that ultimately did include violence (for 
instance, during the Leflore County boycott, or earlier still, as Tera Hunter notes 
of Atlanta’s washer women—the “Washing Amazons,” led by the “ebony hued 
damsels” Sarah Collier and Matilda Crawford, among others), they appear to 
have been less willing than men to engage in direct confrontation with employ-
ers or landlords. It seems that the risks and repercussions of such confronta-
tional engagements to families, especially children, weighed more heavily among 
women than among their male counterparts. But added to this, as Hunter notes, 
“strikers in Atlanta [also] showed little attachment to prevailing middle-class 
conventions of femininity.” She continues, “As they did on other occasions, work-
ing-class women used street fights to settle disputes that jeopardized their unity 
and engaged in militant resistance.” The question among black women, as was 
the case for black men, was the value of such tactics.54
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With the coming of Jim Crow, black women assumed new roles, some of which 
gave them greater voices relative to black men in dealing with white authority. 
The historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham argues that as southern black men 
were increasingly excluded from official arenas of politics in the 1890s, black 
women began to serve as “ambassadors” to white society. Not to be overstated—
and not as prevalent in rural areas as in urban centers—in certain key respects, 
black women assumed greater political responsibilities in the closing decade of 
the century in negotiating the shifting terrain of “race-relations.” For their part, 
white Populist women had been active in their own movement: white Alliance 
women, for instance, debated the question of female suffrage. A survey of letters 
published in the Texas-based Southern Mercury between 1888 and 1889 indicated 
that up to 15 percent of (presumably white) women who wrote letters focused 
on their right to vote. As the historian Marion Barthelme points out, the act of 
writing about suffrage in a public forum may have represented “the first articula-
tion of feminist consciousness for many rural women.”55 While no such surveys 
of rural black women exists, given the increasingly marginalized political status 
of African Americans, the subject of suffrage was undoubtedly of concern and a 
source of discussion among black women.

The new gender dynamics of the 1890s also enhanced black women’s exist-
ing involvement in community mobilization through the black churches. African 
American women had initially come to assume this role during the antebellum 
era in the antislavery crusades of that period. Free black women helped to gather 
abolitionist petitions and organized boycotts of slave-made goods; following the 
war (and joined by newly emancipated black women) their political role contin-
ued in the spreading of Union Leagues–Republican Party chapters.56 Following 
the collapse of Black Populism, black women became active in both antilynching 
campaigns, most famously, the one led by Ida B. Wells-Barnett, followed by the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s campaigning, and 
the women’s suffrage movement. Lutie Lytle had longed to use her legal expertise 
to help African Americans gain justice, but was unable to find work as an attorney 
in the South. In her reading, “The anchor of [African Americans] is grounded in 
the constitution . . . It is the certificate of our liberty and our equality before the 
law.” She planed on giving public lectures in the South in order to “improve [the] 
condition [of black men and women] as citizens.”57 Her plans changed, however, 
as she was excluded from practicing law. She and her husband, a minister of the 
AME church, moved to New York where she advocated women’s right to vote 
through local pro-suffrage groups.58

Lytle served one year on Central Tennessee University’s law faculty in Nashville 
before deciding to leave for upstate New York. By 1910 she had moved to Brooklyn 
where she remarried—to a lawyer this time. She became the first female member 
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of the National Bar Association, the organization of black attorneys. Lytle did not 
return to Topeka until 1925. Upon her return she addressed a packed audience 
at St. John’s AME Church, the church she had attended in her youth. Lytle spoke 
about her political history and the limits of the legal profession; she discussed 
the work of Marcus Garvey and his Universal Negro Improvement Association 
(UNIA), as well as the advent of the Harlem Renaissance.59

While Lytle had been an ardent supporter of women’s suffrage, African Amer-
ican women had a particularly difficult time promoting the cause in the South. 
Southern white women’s suffrage leaders argued for a new solution to the “Negro 
problem.” As they saw it, the solution to black men’s vote being the deciding (and 
therefore unacceptable) factor in elections was to enfranchise white women—but 
to exclude black women.60 Kate Gordon expressed this view to the New Orleans
Times Picayune in 1901. A white leader of the women’s suffrage movement in 
Louisiana, Gordon served on the national board of the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association. As she put it, “[The] question of white supremacy 
is one that will only be decided by giving the right of the ballot to the educated 
intelligent white women of the South . . . Their vote will eliminate the question 
of the negro vote in politics, and it will be a glad, free day for the South when the 
ballot is placed in the hands of its intelligent, cultured, pure and noble woman-
hood . . . The South, true to its traditions, will trust its women, and thus placing 
in their hands the balance of power, the negro as a disturbing element in politics 
will disappear.”61

While black men—the “disturbing element in politics”—were increasingly 
denied the vote in the South, black women were excluded from the women’s suf-
frage movement. Adella Hunt Logan of Alabama, the daughter of a black/Creek 
Indian and a wealthy white planter, was not allowed to attend regional white-run 
women’s suffrage conferences—despite being better educated than most of her 
white counterparts, having even received a master’s degree from Atlanta Uni-
versity. Despite her exclusion, Logan, a lifelong member of the National Amer-
ican Woman Suffrage Association, led discussions on women’s suffrage at the 
Tuskegee Institute’s Women’s Club and published several articles on women’s 
suffrage, including in the Woman’s Journal and Du Bois’s Crisis magazine. Her 
frustration with racism and sexism led to deepening depression; in 1915 she com-
mitted suicide.62

Ongoing hostility toward African Americans was maddening on a host of 
levels; it was also dangerous for many black women to the point of being life 
threatening. Ida B. Wells-Barnett had escaped the South with her life intact; Lutie 
Lytle left the region under far less pressing conditions than Wells. But for African 
American women who remained in the South for financial or family reasons, 
Jim Crow often had grave consequences, as Adela Logan’s life attests—despite 
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her being relatively privileged in comparison to most black women. As Hig-
ginbotham concludes, “Once black men were denied the suffrage, black women 
became ever more powerless and vulnerable to southern racial hostility.”63

Despite southern black women gaining leverage relative to black men as the 
latter were stripped of their vote at the close of the nineteenth century, all African 
Americans were further repressed under Jim Crow. Early death due to grind-
ing poverty did not spare the vast majority of black people in the South (as well 
as hundreds of thousands of poor white southerners). Being of a certain class, 
race, or gender were among the leading determining factors in one’s life expec-
tancy—and the quality of one’s life. Disproportionately high infant mortality and 
reduced life expectancy among southern African Americans was common, to 
be expected, and the result of material hardships carried from one generation to 
the next. As Black Populists had been keenly aware, these were political matters, 
as much as they were economic. They were also matters that would not be easily 
alleviated, let alone resolved, in their time.64

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, African Americans contin-
ued to challenge the Southern Democracy by organizing themselves into various 
political parties, associations, and labor unions. They did so through a range of 
organizations: the International Workers Party (IWW), the Socialist Party, the 
UNIA, and black farmer and sharecropper unions. In the decade following Black 
Populism, the IWW organized black waterfront and timber workers in Louisiana 
and east Texas.65 African Americans had also joined the ranks of the Socialist 
Party in the South. By 1913, African Americans were members of the third party 
in Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, and Tennes-
see.66 However, the numbers of black members in the Socialist Party remained 
small compared to those who joined the UNIA’s southern divisions. Of the four 
hundred UNIA divisions in the South during the late 1910s and early 1920s, over 
80 percent came from rural areas. As the historian Steven Hahn notes, “Loui-
siana ranked first with seventy-five divisions, followed by North Carolina (61), 
Mississippi (56), Virginia (43), Arkansas (42), Georgia (35), Florida (30), South 
Carolina (25), and Alabama (14).”67 African Americans in the South would also 
reconstitute themselves into agrarian labor unions in the 1930s—notably, the 
Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union, the Louisiana Farmers’ Union, and the Com-
munist-led Alabama Sharecroppers’ Union.68 The Sharecroppers’ Union carried 
on the work of the Cotton Pickers’ League, which had broken off from the Col-
ored Alliance, to carry out the strike of 1891. Some forty-three years later, dur-
ing the fall of 1934, nearly one thousand members of the Sharecroppers’ Union 
struck for the same one dollar per hundred pounds picked that had been the goal 
of the Black Populists—but won.69

One of the few southern black agrarian organizations that started in the 
Black Populist era and continued into the twentieth century was Robert Lloyd 
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Smith’s Farmers’ Improvement Society. Smith had been a classmate of South 
Carolina’s Colored Alliance leader George Washington Murray before moving 
west in the early 1880s. In 1890 Smith founded the Farmers’ Improvement Soci-
ety in Texas, which mirrored the Colored Alliance’s demands and practices of 
“self-improvement,” the building of cooperative businesses, and efforts to accu-
mulate land in order to improve the lives of black farmers. As Smith put it, there 
would be a “second emancipation” with “economic improvement through com-
munal effort.” According to the historian Debra A. Reid, by 1891 Smith advo-
cated a “politicized agenda,” specifically, to abolish the credit system. By raising 
foodstuffs at home and purchasing cooperatively, Smith believed black farmers 
could circumvent the Texas lien law. Reid notes that Smith “recognized the sig-
nificant third party challenge brewing in the form of the Colored Farmers’ Alli-
ance . . . and the involvement of African Americans in the People’s Party.” Smith, 
however, remained a Republican.71 Like Murray, Smith pursued, and won, pub-
lic office as a Republican (Smith served in the Texas state legislature during the 
mid-1890s).

By 1909 the Farmers’ Improvement Society claimed 21,000 members across 
Texas and had begun organizing in Oklahoma and Arkansas.72 Smith’s perspec-
tive of “uplifting the race” along the lines of the Colored Alliance, and later the 
Tuskegee Institute, was seemingly in contrast to the “militant” demands of north-
ern black leaders and their organizations at the beginning of the new century 
(such as T. Thomas Fortune’s National Afro-American Council). But as the histo-
rian Winston James has observed, the mere existence of independent black orga-
nizations in the South posed a threat to southern white authority. As the Colored 
Alliance had demonstrated in the early 1890s, independent black organizations 
could mobilize African Americans in the electoral arena. From the vantage point 
of the Southern Democracy, boycotts and strikes led by the Colored Alliance 
threatened profits, but they could be and were suppressed relatively quickly. The 
political mobilization of African Americans in alliance with white independents  
posed a much larger threat.73

Because of the threat of a more empowered black electorate in the South, espe-
cially in alliance with white independents, the Southern Democracy extended 
Jim Crow into virtually every aspect of southern life. Beyond African Ameri-
cans and many poor white southerners being stripped of their vote, not only 
would public schools and trolleys be segregated, but restrooms, drinking foun-
tains, and even the playing of cards fell under Jim Crow. As the historians Jane 
Dailey, Glenda Gilmore, and Bryant Simon note, “Jim Crow was not the logical 
and inevitable culmination of civil war and emancipation, but rather the result 
of a calculated campaign by white elites to circumscribe all possibility of African 
American political, economic, and social power.”74 In this way, Jim Crow was a 
divide-and-conquer strategy to further marginalize African Americans and, in 
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the process, ensure that black and white southerners would not form alliances 
that could threaten Democratic rule.

It has been either explicitly argued or suggested that Black Populism had 
helped to bring about Jim Crow.75 As August Meier phrased it, “in many states 
constitutional disfranchisement was an aftermath of the agrarian revolt.”76 This is 
true, insofar as historical causality can be claimed. But it is equally true that Black 
Populism lay the groundwork for progressive changes in the century that fol-
lowed. Black Populists, along with their white Populist counterparts, were among 
the first to advocate on behalf of key economic and political reforms that even-
tually came to pass. These reforms included regulatory measures against trans-
portation monopolies (the Hepburn Act of 1906 gave the Interstate Commerce 
Commission greater power to regulate railroads, keeping costs down for small 
farmers), the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution 
(which required the direct election of U.S. senators and a progressive personal 
income tax, both passed in 1913), federal subsidies for farmers (albeit not until 
the 1930s through the Farm Securities Administration—although it favored more 
affluent farmers), and the reinstatement of civil and political rights for African 
Americans in the South (with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965—the principal having been laid in the defeated Lodge Bill of 1891).77

Whether through covert organizing or through public efforts, African Ameri-
cans would continue to pursue independent political action during the first half 
of the twentieth century—finding, as noted by the historian Robin Kelley, “cre-
ative ways to resist and survive the South.”78 Ultimately, it took three generations 
and a new movement for civil and political rights—the fulfillment of a “Second 
Reconstruction”—for African Americans to overthrow Jim Crow.79 As it turns 
out, a number of the descendents of Black Populist leaders had participated in 
the civil rights movement of the twentieth century, including Henry S. Doyle’s 
son (Bertram W. Doyle), Jacob J. Shuffer’s grandson (George Macon Shuffer Jr.), 
John B. Rayner’s great-grandson (Ahmed A. “Sammy” Rayner Jr.), Walter A. Pat-
tillo’s great-grandson (Walter H. Pattillo Jr.), Oliver Cromwell’s great-great-grand-
daughter (Barbara Jeanne Williams), and a distant relative of George Washington 
Murray (James E. Clyburn). Each had participated in their own way, and at dif-
ferent points—some had done so as scholars (Doyle and Pattillo), in the armed 
services and as political leaders (Shuffer and Rayner), or as young foot soldiers in 
the movement (Williams and Clyburn).80

Opposing images of Black Populists suggest the very different ways in which they 
were viewed and understood by their contemporaries—the “sleek, oily, negro” 
(Pattillo) and the “notoriously bad negro” (Cromwell), lay in sharp contrast with 
the “black eagle” (Murray) and the “silver-tongued orator of the colored race” 
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(Rayner). But whether in east Texas’s countryside or South Carolina’s Low Coun-
try, those who organized strikes for higher wages on Louisiana’s sugarcane fields 
or on Arkansas’s cotton fields, those who fought with fatal consequences for their 
economic independence in Leflore, Mississippi, or demonstrated their political 
independence on the streets of Raleigh, North Carolina, formed part of a broad 
and vibrant movement of African Americans. Linked by shared circumstances, 
Black Populists organized their responses to the conditions in which they oper-
ated in a multitude of ways; their actions were neither isolated nor anomalous. 
Rather, they were the manifestations of a regionwide movement which is called 
here Black Populism in the New South.
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Epilogue

So long as we confine our conception of the political to activity that is openly 
declared we are driven to conclude that subordinate groups essentially lack a 
political life or that what political life they do have is restricted to those excep-
tional moments of popular explosion. To do so is to miss the immense political 
terrain that lies between quiescence and revolt.

—James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance

A century after Black Populists in Raleigh paraded alongside their presidential 
candidate James B. Weaver in a display of political power, over half a million Afri-
can Americans cast their ballots for another independent presidential candidate, 
H. Ross Perot. The Texas billionaire had apparently decided he had had enough 
of the bipartisan establishment and called upon voters to “turn the government 
back to the people and take it away from the special interests [i.e., the two major 
parties].”1 In all, nearly 20 million voters (approximately 20 percent of the total 
electorate) came out to the polls in 1992 and cast their vote for Perot, making it 
the largest electoral outpouring for either an independent or third-party can-
didate in the nation’s history.2 As in 1892, African Americans were part of the 
political rebellion.

Challenging the two major parties has been an ongoing, albeit lesser-known 
feature of black politics since the formation of the Liberty Party in 1840. Freder-
ick Douglass along with black leaders Samuel Ringgold Ward and Henry High-
land Garnet stumped on behalf of the pro-abolitionist third party before turning 
to the Republican Party to advance the antislavery cause. African Americans—
largely Republican following the Civil War and then largely Democrat following 
the modern civil rights movement—have variously used independent politics 
to advance their interests. As the political scientist Michael Dawson has noted, 
“Blacks have tended to be loyal to the two major parties. However, specific cir-
cumstances have led to active African-American support for third parties. When 
the two major parties reject African Americans’ political goal of inclusion, Afri-
can Americans seek other political allies.”3
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In the late 1950s and 1960s, the great-grandson of Texas Black Populist John B. 
Rayner, Ahmed A. “Sammy” Rayner Jr., a Tuskegee airman, carried on the tradi-
tion of independent politics. Following the war, Sammy began building an inde-
pendent black base of support on Chicago’s South Side; in 1967 he captured a city 
council seat. In doing so, he defeated the city’s Democratic Party machine, then 
under the control of Mayor Richard Daley. As the former Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee leader Stokely Carmichael and the political scientist 
Charles V. Hamilton described in their book Black Power, “In the Sixth Ward, an 
independent black candidate, Sammy Rayner, defeated an incumbent, machine-
backed candidate . . . His victory will begin to establish the habit of saying ‘No’ 
to the downtown bosses. In the same way that the black Southerner had to assert 
himself and say ‘No’ to those who did not want him to register to vote, now the 
Northern black voter must begin to defy those who would control his vote.”4

Sammy’s father had moved to Chicago as part of the Great Migration in the 
1910s. As was the case in the South, much of the black electorate in the North 
remained disempowered throughout this period; both Democratic and Repub-
lican party machines ruled the cities, dividing territories and populations. After 
years of saving up and learning the business of funeral homes, the elder Rayner 
started his own business—the A. A. Rayner & Sons Funeral Home. When Sammy 
returned from the war, he was among the many black veterans who decried the 
contradictions of fighting for freedom and democracy overseas while living with 
the restrictions of segregation and disfranchisement at home. The Rayner family 
and its business had meanwhile become an important part of Chicago’s African 
American community. As it turns out, the family found itself at the heart of what 
became a galvanizing event for African Americans across the nation: the lynch-
ing of young Emmet Till in 1955. The Rayner family was sought out by Chicago 
resident Mamie Till, whose son had been killed while visiting family in Missis-
sippi. Mrs. Till insisted on displaying her son’s body in an open casket to show 
the world the horrors of lynching. Like others of his generation, Sammy became 
politically active.

Years of grassroots organizing went by before Sammy won office. He did so 
as an independent in 1967 and then quickly joined other African Americans in 
pursuing a national independent political strategy. Serving on the steering com-
mittee of the National Conference for a New Politics, Sammy was among those 
who tried to recruit Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to run for president of the United 
States as an independent. While unsuccessful in that effort, Sammy’s independent 
base-building road to victory served as a model for future independent black 
political efforts in the post–civil rights era. One person who picked up on this 
strategy was a young Harvard Law School graduate. In the early 1990s Barack 
Obama would work in some of the same Chicago communities in which Sammy 
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had worked, building a new independent base of support. Like the legendary 
Black Populist John B. Rayner and his vocal independent great-grandson, Obama 
would, in his own way, challenge the Democratic establishment—in his case, ris-
ing to the U.S. Senate before making his bid for the nation’s highest office as an 
insurgent candidate.5

Obama’s stunning 2008 presidential victory grew out of a nationwide move-
ment for political reform. A critical factor in Obama’s win was the formation 
of on-the-ground black and independent alliances that had been in the making 
since 1988—years before either Obama or Perot had entered the political arena.6

By the mid-1980s the vision held by some in the African American commu-
nity to create a national all-black political party, an idea proposed in 1972 at the 
National Black Political Convention in Gary, Indiana, which Sammy Rayner Jr. 
had attended with some two thousand other delegates, had effectively run its 
course.7 However, the de facto strategy coming out of the Gary convention had 
been to elect more African Americans to office via the Democratic Party. Over 
the next twenty years thousands of African Americans were elected as Demo-
crats across the country (in 1972 there were 2,264 black elected officials, by 1992 
that number had grown to 7,552).8 Among these elected officials was a distant 
relative of South Carolina Colored Alliance lecturer George Washington Murray, 
James E. Clyburn.

Murray had been the last African American from the state to serve in Con-
gress—that is, until Clyburn, who in 1992 became the first African American 
since his relative to represent South Carolina in Congress. Clyburn had been a 
foot soldier in the civil rights movement—a key witness in a 1960 Orangeburg 
civil disobedience case. And like many of his generation, Clyburn joined the pro-
gressive wing of the Democratic Party and steadily rose through its ranks. Like 
Murray, he had been tied to South Carolina’s black farming community, serving 
as executive director of the state Commission for Farm Workers.9

Other Black Populist descendents were active in the civil rights movement 
and in the discussions over strategies for black political empowerment. Barbara 
Jeanne Williams, the great-great-granddaughter of Mississippi Colored Alliance 
leader Oliver Cromwell, disagreed with the Democratic strategy coming out of 
the Gary convention. She was among the mostly younger voices at the national 
convention that advocated the formation of a multiracial third party (as opposed 
to an all-black party or staying with the Democrats). For many black political 
activists in the 1970s and then into 1980s, the question was what kinds of alliances 
could be built to advance the interests of African Americans that did not rely on 
the Democratic Party. Dr. Lenora Fulani, a black psychologist and community 
organizer, urged a multiracial “Two Roads are Better than One” approach; in 
1988 she asked voters to support Reverend Jesse Jackson, who was running for 
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president as an insurgent Democrat, but in the likely event that he did not win 
the party’s nomination, that voters support her as an independent candidate.10

While she received a modest one-quarter of a million votes that year, having 
become both the first woman and the first African American to appear on the 
ballot in all fifty states, her little-known run for president helped to establish the 
fact that there indeed existed a base of black (and other) support for independent 
politics. A survey by the University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research in 
1988 found that upwards of two-thirds of those who had supported Jackson in 
the primaries would have voted for him as an independent had he decided to run 
as such. He did not, but four years later the two major parties were challenged by 
a new voter revolt—one that took much of the nation by surprise.11

As it turns out, when Perot launched his presidential campaign in 1992, his 
attorneys sought counsel from Fulani’s in order to learn how to navigate the 
complicated and restrictive ballot access laws that overwhelmingly favor the two 
major parties’ candidates (for instance, independent and third-party candidates 
for president need to gather over twenty times the number of signatures than do 
the two major party candidates to get on the ballot in all fifty states). Not even a 
white billionaire like Perot could circumvent the rules. Fulani, meanwhile, had 
already entered the race in 1992, seeking new alliances that could take African 
Americans in more independent directions. But with Perot’s announcement, 
and the extraordinary resources he could bring to bear in projecting the need 
for Americans to break free of bipartisan politics (through paid advertising and 
other publicity), Fulani called on voters to support either herself or Perot (an 
explosive proposition in black and progressive circles given Perot’s conservatism 
on matters of race, women, and labor). Fulani, however, lent her support as a way 
of building what was ostensibly becoming an independent political movement 
for reform—one which spanned much of the ideological spectrum, bringing 
hundreds of thousands, indeed millions of progressives, liberals, and conserva-
tives together under the same banner of “independent.” Apparently, such a range 
of independents could only agree on one thing: the need to reform the existing 
electoral system so that more voices could be heard—a question of democracy 
that harkened back to the Black Populists, whose tactics also included different 
and often contradictory ideological elements in the alliances they formed.12

Fulani’s support for Perot was reminiscent of Black Populists in another way: 
African Americans were willing to support white Populist candidates even when 
the latter did not seek their support—at least, not publicly. While the meeting 
between Perot’s attorneys and Fulani’s was done privately, the coming together 
of his and her networks was notoriously public. It was affected via the national 
Reform Party, with a variety of local manifestations. A Black Reformers Network 
was formed in 1995 under Fulani’s leadership which linked independent black 
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leaders from around the country, and across the political spectrum, including 
Harlem physician Dr. Jessie Fields, Reverend Lawrence Anderson of Ohio, Drake 
Beadle of Illinois’s Harold Washington Party, Philadelphia NAACP vice president 
Juanita Norwood, Maryland labor attorney Diane Williams, and business owner 
Wayne Griffin of South Carolina. Meanwhile, other independent-minded black 
leaders were calling for renewed action. In October 1995 the Nation of Islam’s 
Minister Louis Farrakhan stated at the Million Man March he had spearheaded 
that what was required was “not necessarily a third party, but a third force.” 
The unprecedented gathering in Washington, D.C., brought together the larg-
est number of African Americans to the nation’s capital.13 African Americans, it 
seemed, were looking for new options at the close of the twentieth century. One 
road, among a number pursued (from ongoing efforts at black labor unionism 
to cultural forms of political expression—that is, as part of the “range of black 
working-class responses as strategies born of specific contexts,” as Robin Kelley 
describes), was independent politics.14

An independent movement had emerged out of the “Perot phenomenon” that 
struggled to give expression in the 1990s to various calls for political reform.15

State affiliates of the Reform Party pushed for political reforms that included 
term limits, ballot access and campaign finance reforms, same-day voter registra-
tion, and nonpartisan elections; the party even saw some of its candidates win 
office. In 1998 South Carolina Black Reformer Wayne Griffin won a city council 
seat against an eight-year Democratic incumbent; meanwhile, Jesse “The Body” 
Ventura, a former U.S. Marine and television celebrity, won the governorship 
of Minnesota. Hundreds of party activists ran for office. Partisan politics and 
ideological purity, however, dominated electoral organizing—and not just major 
party politics. Both the leadership of the Green and Libertarian parties, the two 
largest third parties in the nation, besides Reform, for instance, consistently 
refused to join together against the two major parties, despite common griev-
ances against bipartisan control of the electoral process. It turns out partisanship 
within the national Reform Party (which was made of up a number of competing 
ideological strains) ultimately proved its undoing.

Factional fights erupted at the 2000 Reform Party presidential nomination 
in Long Beach, California, which saw Black Reformers and their allies attempt 
to counter the takeover of the party by conservative political commentator and 
former Republican presidential candidate, Patrick Buchanan. In a highly contro-
versial move, Fulani (whose significant following within Reform was reflected by 
having received 45 percent of the vote for vice chair of the national party in 1999) 
had earlier supported Buchanan’s nomination as the Reform Party candidate. 
However, her support came on the condition that Buchanan would advocate for 
political reform measures, not his personal conservative social agenda; when he 
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broke his promise, she rallied her supporters to oppose him. In the end, Reform’s 
national effort to bring together a black and independent alliance—not unlike 
the People’s Party a century before—could not be sustained. Partisanship ruled 
the day. Locally, however, new possibilities presented themselves from years of 
independent base-building (creating organization, educating voters, and run-
ning candidates).16

One of the former Reform Party affiliates, the Independence Party of New 
York, had been building an unusual coalition that brought together African 
Americans, white, and Latino independents from across the ideological spec-
trum. The self-styled “anti-party party” was formed in the wake of the 1992 presi-
dential election, and focused almost exclusively on issues of political reform, as 
opposed to traditional platform planks as seen by the major parties and most 
other third parties.17 Over the course of the 1990s, the party grew to become 
the third largest in New York and soon caused the first of a series of potent 
challenges to Democratic-rule in New York City. In 2001 the party ran Michael 
Bloomberg, a media mogul who had formerly been a Democrat but switched 
his registration to Republican to gain that party’s line in a fusion bid with the 
Independence Party. The Independence-Republican fusion won him the may-
oralty. Four years later, running again in a fusion campaign, Bloomberg received 
upwards of 47 percent of the black vote. African Americans were breaking ranks 
from the Democratic Party in ways that signaled a political shift in the city. As 
John Avlon of the New York Sun wrote in the fall of 2005, “Something is hap-
pening in the African-American community . . . the diversification of the black 
community economically and politically is changing the landscape. One recent 
sign of this is the surprising amount of support for Mayor Bloomberg among 
African-American voters.”18

Networks of black and white independents in New York and across the nation 
continued to build support for a political break from the two major parties. Most 
of those efforts did not take the form of party politics per se, but were focused 
on bringing together independents into associations of voters that could assert 
demands for political reform in nonpartisan ways. Such efforts bore fruit during the 
2008 presidential election. Black and independent alliances appeared in over two 
dozen states with open primaries (where one can vote in a party’s primary without 
being registered in that party). These on-the-ground coalitions of mostly black 
Democrats and white independents would provide the then junior senator from 
Illinois with his critical margins of victory over the presumed Democratic nomi-
nee Senator Hillary Clinton; Obama would go on to defeat his Republican rival, 
Senator John McCain, becoming the nation’s first African American president.

New York Magazine would dub Obama the nation’s first “Independent presi-
dent.” It was a description befitting of his unique path to the presidency, having 
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been the outsider, first defeating the Democratic Party establishment candidate, 
and then winning the general election with the support of black and independent 
voters.19 Among independents, Obama received an eight-point margin of victory 
over McCain; meanwhile, upwards of 98 percent of all black voters voted for him. 
Some 19.3 million independent voters cast their ballots for Obama, nearly the size 
of Perot’s vote in 1992. The combined votes of African Americans and white inde-
pendents, moreover, brought him victory in hotly contested battleground states, 
including Ohio, Pennsylvania, Florida, and Indiana.20

For Black Populists in the 1890s, the issue had been how to best use white inde-
pendents to break up the monopoly of the Democratic Party; in the 1990s, African 
Americans similarly leveraged support among white independents to challenge 
the bipartisan establishment.21 Today, African Americans continue to pursue inde-
pendent politics, as do former white Perot activists, individual third-party mem-
bers (including those in the Green, Natural Law, Independence, and Libertarian 
parties), and voters who choose not to identify with any party but may be affiliated 
with any one of a number of independent voters’ associations. African Americans 
are among a number of such independent associations, including the Georgia 
Committee of Independent Voters, Independent Alabama, United Independents 
of Illinois, the Massachusetts Coalition of Independent Voters, North Carolina 
Independents for Change, and Independent Texans.22

In 2008 both Obama and McCain were widely recognized as beneficiaries of 
independents’ support in their respective party primaries. Obama, like McCain, 
had reached out to independent voters by asking for their support and raising 
their concerns about partisan-driven politics. On January 25, 2009, five days after 
Obama’s inauguration, a national meeting of independents was held in New York 
City. Some five hundred independents, over a quarter of whom were black, and 
arriving from thirty-three states, convened in midtown Manhattan to strategically 
assess and retool. The conference, entitled “The Post-Election Independent Move-
ment: Principles Intact, Paradigms in Transition, Obama in the White House,” was 
aired on C-SPAN. Fulani figured prominently at the meeting, which featured other 
leading African Americans, including city councilman and chair of the South Car-
olina Independence Party Wayne Griffin, Tyra Cohen of North Carolina’s Indepen-
dents for Change, and David Cherry of United Independents of Illinois.23 While 
the demands among African Americans have changed over the past century—with 
a sea change regarding black civil and political rights in the South—the call for 
political reform today remains at the core of what independents demanded in the 
1890s: “equal justice to all and special privileges to none.”24

Since the collapse of Black Populism, African American farmers have been vir-
tually wiped out of existence. Over the course of the twentieth century African 
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American farming families were stripped of their land through a combination 
of outright coercion, the rise of agribusiness, and through Jim Crow–like poli-
cies with government subsidies favoring white farmers over black farmers.25 As 
a result, the number of African American farmers in the nation fell from nearly 
one million in 1910 to less than 18,000 today.26 Like their Black Populist predeces-
sors, black farmers in the early twenty-first century continue to voice their oppo-
sition to their communities’ political and economic marginalization. Less than 
two weeks before the January 2009 conference of independents in New York City, 
a congressional report was issued regarding the plight of black farming com-
munities. After many years of litigation, African American farmers won a deci-
sive victory against the U.S. Department of Agriculture. In 1997, a class-action 
suit was filed by 94,000 black petitioners against the USDA for discriminatory 
lending practices. The African American farmers won their case. But compensa-
tion payments to the farmers and their families were stopped in 2001 (with 86 
percent being denied financial restitution).27 The case has since resulted in a rul-
ing in which nearly 14,000 black farmers are receiving payment for discrimina-
tory practices made against them between 1983 and 1997. A campaign led by the 
National Black Farmers’ Association (NBFA) calling for full compensation for 
black farmers beyond 1997, however, was dismissed for lack of standing.28

The damage inflicted on rural black communities can never be fully repaired 
or justly compensated.29 As John Boyd Jr., the Virginia-based president of the 
NBFA and a third-generation farmer himself, notes, “the staggering 98 percent 
decline in black farm ownership does not tell the whole story: when each farm 
closed, those farmers, their families and their employees all lost a way of life.”30

While voting rights have been guaranteed by the federal government since 
1965—with African Americans holding some of the highest offices in the nation, 
including the highest—and notwithstanding the growth of a visible black middle 
class over the last half-century, most African Americans remain chronically poor 
and politically tied to the Democratic Party. Boyd joined others in campaign-
ing across the South in support of Obama’s insurgent candidacy in 2008. He 
had previously noted, “The black vote is totally being taken for granted by the 
Democratic Party,” and pointed to a growing political “shift” among African 
Americans.31

While Boyd was speaking about a shift in black sentiment away from the 
establishment Democratic Party in rural areas, recent polls suggest a much larger 
shift underway in the overall black electorate toward political independence and 
nonpartisan affiliation. According to the Joint Center for Political and Economic 
Studies nearly 30 percent of African Americans in the nation identify themselves 
as politically independent—up from 18 percent a decade ago.32 Polls, however, 
have not captured the general feeling that those African Americans who voted 
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for Obama for president did not necessarily do so because he is a Democrat, 
but likely in spite of this fact. New York Magazine’s characterization of Obama 
is revealing. Foremost, it speaks to the growing profile of independents in the 
nation (prior to Perot, independents were largely unreported in the media); but 
as the Raleigh News and Observer noted in 1886, “There is nothing more lone-
some or powerless in this world than an independent in an American legisla-
tive assembly.”33 The statement could very well be said of President Obama as he 
struggles to make his multiple cases for reform to Congress.

Historically, independent political movements have been the driving force 
behind changes in public policy and the law, even if their impact is not immedi-
ately felt. The abolition of slavery, the expansion of the right to vote, and the pro-
tection of civil rights were all the products of protracted independent-movement 
building efforts. Individuals are expressions of such movements; some individu-
als figuring more prominently than others. Whether it be Weaver, Rayner, Fulani, 
Perot, or Obama, such individuals, and their campaigns, have variously served 
independent movements since the late nineteenth century. Since that time, the 
nation has seen the dismantling of Jim Crow, greater political visibility among a 
segment of the African American community, yet persistent invisibility and pov-
erty for the masses of ordinary black men and women. As we peer into the past, 
catching glimpses of Black Populism and its organizers’ efforts to plant seeds of 
change, we can only wonder what Black Populists might have thought about the 
century that has transpired—that is, the individual and collective successes, as 
well as the setbacks, limitations, and opportunities created, lost, and sometimes 
found again.
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Historiographical Essay

While there are dozens of state-based and regional studies on the white-led Popu-
list movement, there is significantly less scholarship on Black Populism.1 Several 
distinguished scholarly works, widely used American history textbooks, and pop-
ularly written books encompassing the period and region either entirely omit the 
work of African American leaders or identify them only as peripheral to the Col-
ored Alliance or the People’s Party. For instance, among the sixteen essays in Black 
Leaders of the Nineteenth Century, edited by Leon Litwack and August Meier, not 
a single scholarly contribution discusses the work of Black Populists. One of the 
most recent scholarly studies, Joe Creech’s Righteous Indignation: Religion and the 
Populist Revolution, notes that “Confederate veteran and Baptist minister Richard 
Manning Humphrey” established the Colored Alliance, but no mention is made 
of African American leaders. In terms of the more popular literature, Howard 
Zinn minimizes the leadership role of African Americans in the Colored Alliance 
in his widely read A People’s History of the United States. He writes, “A Colored 
Farmers National Alliance grew in the South . . . but it was organized and led by 
whites. There were also some black organizers.” Finally, Alan Brinkley’s textbook, 
American History: A Survey, now in its tenth edition, while noting “an impor-
tant black component to the [Populist] movement,” describes white Populists as 
“accepting African Americans into the [People’s Party]” (emphasis added), leaving 
out African American participation in establishing the party in the first place.2

Intentional or not, the net result of such omissions or mischaracterizations of 
Black Populism is that the movement has been all but forgotten, with only pass-
ing note—if at all—of some of its leaders and activities. Several recent studies, 
however, have helped to recover and reconstruct the history of rural black polit-
ical agency in the New South: Steven Hahn’s A Nation Under Our Feet (2003), 
Matthew Hild’s Greenbacks, Knights of Labor, and Populists (2007), Charles Pos-
tel’s The Populist Vision (2007), my own In the Balance of Power (2008), and the 
reissuing of Gerald Gaither’s 1977 Blacks and the Populist Revolt as Blacks and 
the Populist Movement (2005).3 Together, and in different ways, these studies 
begin to counter the generally held view of southern black political inaction in 
the period following the collapse of Reconstruction and the consolidation of 
Jim Crow.
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The historiography of Black Populism begins in the 1930s. The first regional 
study of African Americans and the Populist movement was written in 1938—a 
master’s thesis by Girard T. Bryant at the University of Kansas entitled “The Pop-
ulist Movement and the Negro.” Since then, there have been only four other full-
length regional studies detailing the role of African Americans in Populism: a 
master’s thesis and three doctoral dissertations, one of which was developed into 
Blacks and the Populist Revolt by Gerald Gaither.4 Among the state-based stud-
ies and shorter treatments of Black Populism are five master’s theses, seventeen 
articles in academic journals, and individual chapters in six academic books.5

There are over one dozen short articles, books, essays, and papers that reference 
the work of the Colored Alliance and other Black Populist organizations. For 
instance, there is Ronald Yanosky’s illuminating paper, “The Colored Farmers’ 
Alliance and the Single Tax,” delivered in Chicago at the 1992 Annual Meeting 
of the Organization of American Historians, which discusses the differences 
between the black and white Alliances regarding the issue of private property.6

To date there are only two biographies of Black Populist leaders: Gregg Cantrell’s 
Feeding the Wolf: John B. Rayner and the Politics of Race, 1850–1918, published in 
2001, and John F. Marszalek’s A Black Congressman in the Age of Jim Crow: South 
Carolina’s George Washington Murray, published in 2006.7

Since the mid-twentieth century, the role of African Americans in the Popu-
list movement has become more prominent in the overall literature on Populism, 
mostly as part of an effort by scholars to demonstrate the labor solidarity that 
existed between black and white southerners. In the 1950s, C. Vann Woodward, 
whose scholarship continues to serve as the model, if not starting point of New 
South history, popularized the idea that white Populists were sympathetic toward 
African Americans.8 His perspective, however, remained distinctly that of the 
white Populists and their movement. While Woodward did note in his Origins 
of the New South, 1877–1913 that “there is considerable evidence of independence 
among the Negroes,” he would later make plain in The Burden of Southern His-
tory that Populism was a “native white political movement” (emphasis added).9

Following Woodward, historians such as Norman Pollack (The Populist Response 
to Industrial America), Walter Nugent (The Tolerant Populists), and Lawrence 
Goodwyn (Democratic Promise) pointed to the relative openness of the white 
Populist movement, its democratic tenets, and the unusual (although not 
unprecedented) “biracial” coalitions in which white Populists participated. Still, 
the perspective was that of white Populists. As Goodwyn notes, “while much of 
[the Colored Alliance’s] evolution was traceable to the actions of black people, its 
origins were a result of white radicalism.”10

Like Woodward, subsequent scholars of the New South—while more atten-
tive to black political activity—continued to relegate African Americans to the 
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periphery of Populism.11 Consequently, they identify black-white Populist coali-
tions as having occurred within the white movement when in fact they were tac-
tical alliances forged between two separate strands of Populism, each with its own 
organizations, leaders, tactics, and strategic perspectives. Indeed, it is only when 
Black Populism is viewed as an autonomous movement, having a relationship 
to white Populism but separate from it, that it becomes possible to understand 
the formation, character, and fortunes of the coalitions in which rural black and 
white southerners joined forces, as temporary as they were.

That Black Populism has not been viewed as a movement unto itself—i.e., 
that it has not been considered a subject of study until relatively recently—helps 
to explain the scarcity of scholarship on it. As the historian William Gnatz poi-
gnantly noted in the early 1960s about African American history, black people 
were treated in the scholarly literature largely as “pawn[s] in the struggle between 
white men . . . the Negro was not an issue, not an actor in Southern politics.”12

This conceptual problem, reflected in the work of historians up through the turn 
of the twenty-first century is compounded by the paucity of primary sources 
detailing Black Populist activities, organizations, leaders, and ideas. The par-
ticular difficulties confronted by Black Populists in organizing their movement 
required covert actions. Consequently, we are left with piecemeal evidence of 
specific members, the details of their numbers and activities, and the structures 
of their organizations. As Goodwyn has aptly noted, the actions of these African 
Americans has been “shrouded in mystery.”13

Membership lists of Black Populist organizations, their financial records, 
correspondence, diaries, and minutes of meetings are largely unavailable either 
because they were destroyed, or, as part of precautionary measures, rarely com-
mitted to paper. What exists are remnants—oral histories passed down over the 
course of several generations, the words of African Americans and their organi-
zation’s white spokespersons that appear in white Populist newspapers, and a few 
other written records. While the primary records that have survived, which are 
mostly known through other contemporary sources, provide key insights into 
Black Populism, they also limit the scope of our knowledge about the movement. 
Writing about the relatively scant research conducted on the Colored Alliance, 
the historian William Holmes notes, “[the] neglect results largely from the fact 
that the official records and newspapers of the organization have not survived so 
far as any historian has been able to determine.”14 Along with other kinds of evi-
dence, such documents may very well be uncovered to shed further light on Black 
Populism. In the course of my own research on Walter Pattillo, I came across an 
original photograph of the Black Populist leader in the files of a black orphan-
age which he had helped to establish in Oxford, North Carolina; I gathered oral 
history from his great-grandson, Dr. Walter H. Pattillo Jr., a retired professor 
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of biology (one among a number of interviews I conducted with descendents 
of Black Populists); and a letter written by Pattillo in 1899 was passed along to 
me by a local archivist in the years since I first did archival work in the town 
near where the minister lived. The letter came from a descendent of one of Pat-
tillo’s neighbors in Granville County, Mrs. Julia Gregory, the widow of Dr. F. R. 
Gregory, a physician from Granville. Her family had carefully kept the letter of 
condolence sent by Pattillo soon after Dr. Gregory passed away. The letter, along 
with family oral history, helps to give some insight into Pattillo’s strong relation-
ship with members of the white community, even as he built independent black-
based institutions.15

In addition to Holmes, other historians have pointed to the relative absence 
of studies on Black Populists and their organizations. In the mid-1990s Herbert 
Aptheker suggested that a revisionist treatment of the Populist movement from 
the perspective of the Colored Alliance was an important area of African Ameri-
can history that needed further exploration.16 Along these lines, in his “Critical 
Essay on Recent Works” in the 1995 edition of Woodward’s Origins of the New 
South, Charles Dew acknowledged the dearth of literature on the Colored Alli-
ance and its leaders. Echoing Holmes and prefiguring Aptheker, Dew asserted 
that the Colored Alliance has been “almost totally neglected” and concluded that 
the work of African Americans and Populism “is obviously in need of additional 
primary investigation.”17

Gaither and Adams have compiled a valuable annotated bibliography of pri-
mary and secondary sources as related to Black Populism. The bibliography 
could include at least a dozen additional works that have appeared since its pub-
lication in 2004. These works entail a sentence here, or a name there, that can 
add to the rich and complex stories of Black Populists and their collective move-
ment. Some works provide much more: Marszalek’s 2006 biography of George 
Washington Murray provides a detailed account of the life of one of the move-
ment’s most prominent leaders. By the amount of interest generated by my own 
research into Black Populism, I am optimistic that other scholars will continue to 
build upon the history offered in the present study. Postel’s highly acclaimed The 
Populist Vision (winner of both the Bancroft and the Frederick Jackson Turner 
awards), and his affirmation of there being two separate Populisms—one black, 
one white—lends tremendous weight to there being an independent black move-
ment worthy of study and consideration. The present study seeks to establish a 
framework for students and scholars to view and perhaps further pursue the 
subject of Black Populism themselves. To be sure, such future investigators will 
quickly discover that there are multiple paths to begin (or continue in) their 
research and hopefully help advance our historical understanding of the move-
ment. Other photographs, letters, and the like may very well surface in time.
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Ultimately, there is a paradox in writing about Black Populism at this histori-
cal (historiographical) juncture. On the one hand, the fact that relatively little has 
been written about the movement leaves much conceptual room in shaping a 
new understanding of it. On the other, that the archives contain only fragments 
on the movement’s organizations, members, and leaders limit the extent to which 
incontrovertible assertions can be made about it. By including previously uncon-
sidered and under-considered organizations and leaders as an integral part of 
Black Populism, the history I offer here may open up new opportunities to, in the 
words of Aptheker, “determine when it began, when it ended, who the protago-
nists were, and what was significant about it.”18

The methodological challenge of deconstructing existing notions of Black 
Populism, while working with so few sources in creating a new understanding 
of the movement, has taken me on a journey across the Piedmont of the Upper 
South, down the Carolinas, through the Black Belt of the Lower South, and up 
through Middle Tennessee, before heading back to Maryland. I have relied on the 
works of many others in developing an understanding of Black Populism. While 
pioneering scholars such as Girard Bryant, Jack Abramowitz, and William Gnatz 
laid the empirical foundations of Black Populism for the rest of us to challenge 
and build upon, more recent historians provide us with valuable new syntheses 
and ways of seeing and grappling with aspects of its emerging history.
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