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Ditches and Dreams:
Nelson Fell and the Rise of Fellsmere
by GORDON PATTERSON

O

N April

28, 1911, both the St. Lucie Tribune and the Fort Pierce
News published descriptions of an innovative land development project. The Fellsmere Farms Company proposed to drain
118,000 acres of land at the headwaters of the St. Johns River. Since
1910, the newly formed corporation had “shunned publicity, preferring to devote all the time, energy and money to development
work.“1 Fellsmere Farms Company was the brainchild of Nelson
Fell, an itinerant Englishman and hydraulic engineer with more
than three decades of experience in directing land development in
Florida. The company’s unusual name, a 1913 sales brochure explained, was a combination of the founder’s name and the word
“mere,” which meant “a great watery place.“2 Fell intended the
Fellsmere Farms Company to be the culmination of his life’s work.
Unfortunately, Fell and his associates underestimated the challenge of turning a “great watery place” into rich farmland. Six years
later, in 1917, the Fellsmere Tribune announced “the close of . . .
the greatest and most complete drainage proposition in Florida.“3
Thirty-three miles of levies had been constructed, and 67 miles
of canals and 215 miles of drainage ditches had been dug.4 The
project’s magnitude, however, proved greater than Nelson Fell’s
resources. In 1916, Fellsmere Farms Company was forced into receivership. A number of factors contributed to the company’s demise. Skepticism about Florida land promotions, concern about
the intensifying international crisis, and the outbreak of World War
I robbed the company of needed capital. Poor management of the
sales program further complicated the company’s perilous posiGordon Patterson is professor of humanities at Florida Institute of Technology,
Melbourne.
1. Fort Pierce News, April 28, 1911.
2. “Fellsmere Farms Florida,” sales brochure, Fellsmere Sales Company, June
1913, 6, Walter Siewert Collection, Special Collections, Evans Library, Florida
Institute of Technology, Melbourne.
3. Fellsmere Tribune, January 13, 1917.
4. Ibid.
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tion. On July 31, 1915, nature delivered a final, devastating blow.
Torrential rains forced many to flee. Eight inches of rain fell on the
already waterlogged land. The company struggled to repair the
damage, but ultimately, the task proved too great. On January 1,
1917, the assets of Fellsmere Farms Company were sold to the highest bidder at the courthouse door in Fort Pierce.5
The rise and fall of the Fellsmere Farms Company reveals
much about the nature of Florida in the first decades of the twentieth century. Fellsmere was part of the larger campaign to transform
Florida’s marshes, swamps, and “watery places” into productive
farms and communities. The story of Nelson Fell’s attempt to create an agricultural community at the headwaters of the St. Johns offers an insight into the formative stages of the technological
optimism that has determined much of Florida’s history in the
twentieth century.6
E. Nelson Fell was born in Nelson, New Zealand, in 1857, the
youngest son of Alfred Fell, a native Englishman and proprietor of
a “tremendously successful” wholesale business.7 In 1859, Alfred
Fell returned to England with his wife and seven children. Fell’s father sent him to the prestigious Rugby School and to the Royal
School of Mines. Later Nelson spent a year in Heidelberg studying
German engineering techniques before taking a job working for
his older brother Arthur. Over the next thirty years, the elder Fell
dispatched his brother around the world to supervise numerous
mining and engineering projects. In 1884, Arthur Fell sent Nelson
to Florida.8
Central Florida underwent a British invasion in the 1880s. Governor William Bloxham’s sale of four million acres of land to
Hamilton Disston, a Philadelphia industrialist, in 1881 launched a

5. Walter Siewert, “A History of the Fellsmere Drainage District (Now) Fellsmere
Water Control District,” n.d., 8, in Siewert Collection; Fellsmere Tribune, January
6, 1917.
6. For information on land drainage and development in Florida, see Nelson M.
Blake, Land Into Water— Water Into Land: A History of Water Management in Florida
(Tallahassee, 1980); Mark Derr, Some Kind of Paradise: A Chronicle of Man and
Land in Florida (New York, 1989); John Rothchild, Up for Grabs: A Trump Through
Time and Space in the Sunshine State (New York, 1985); Charlton W. Tebeau, A History of Florida (Coral Gables, 1971).
7. Mrs. W. L. Wastney to William E. Ashburn, August 18, 1977, William Ashburn
Collection, in the possession of Clarence Korker, Fellsmere, Fla.
8. Olivia Fell Vans Agnew to Mrs. Mary McClure, November 14, 1965, Siewert Collection.
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second, albeit unofficial, English period in Florida history. Within
a year, Disston had sold half of his holdings to Sir Edward Reed.
Reed, a British capitalist, proposed to develop central Florida as an
investment opportunity for English and European entrepreneurs.
Reed and his friend Jacobus Wertheim organized the Florida Land
and Mortgage Company, which aggressively marketed Florida land
in England and on the European continent.9
Advertisements describing the rich possibilities present in central Florida regularly appeared in English newspapers throughout
the 1880s and 1890s. Publicists told prospective buyers that Florida
was a place where pleasurable surroundings, commercial opportunity and a healthy climate combined to create a veritable paradise.
By the mid-1880s a contemporary observer noted, “every train and
steamer from the north bears hither its English party. Some come
to this sunland of palm and pine for pleasure, some for health;
some— and these are the majority— come bent on making here the
fortune they failed to make in the old world.“10
Nelson Fell belonged to the third group. With six older brothers and sisters, his prospects for a sizable inheritance were meager.
He was working on a mining project in Colorado when Arthur Fell,
eager to join the land bonanza, proposed that he go to central Florida. At twenty-seven, Nelson Fell was a seasoned engineer with experience in England, Brazil, and the American West. Florida was
the new frontier. Arthur Fell and his partner purchased twelve
thousand acres east of Lake Tohepekaliga, two thousand of which
were reserved for a townsite called Narcoosee, a derivation of the
Maskóki: word for “bear.” Fell’s company divided the remainder of
the land into small farms that ranged from two to ten acres in size.
The senior Fell placed his brother and Lieutenant Colonel William
Edmund Cadman in charge of the project. Cadman managed the
company’s day-to-day affairs; Fell oversaw the effort to reclaim
2,500 acres of marshland. Arthur Fell further instructed his
younger brother to establish a community “commensurate with his
family standing.“”
9. Tebeau, A History of Florida, 278-79.
10. Iza Duffus Hardy, Oranges and Alligators: Sketches from South Florida Life (London,
1887), 12.
11. Olivia Fell Vans Agnew to Mrs. Mary McClure, November 14, 1965, Siewert Collection; Alma Hetherington, River of Long Water (Chuluota, 1980), 37; Joseph D.
Cushman, Jr., The Sound of Bells: The Episcopal Church in South Florida, 1862-1969
(Gainesville, 1976), 43; Vero Beach Press-Journal, June 14, 1981.
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More than two hundred English immigrants had come to Narcoosee by 1888. By then, the burgeoning town possessed a post office, a blacksmith’s shop, a carpenter’s shop, a real estate office
and, most importantly, a railway depot. Fell recognized that the viability of this primarily agricultural colony was dependent upon access to reliable transportation. Initially, a steamboat called the
Colonist linked the Narcoosee English settlement to St. Cloud and
Kissimmee. Fell eventually secured an extension of the Sugar Belt
Railroad to Narcoosee in the late 1880s. Access to the railroad allowed local citrus farmers to expand their groves and in general
provided a firm basis for the town’s commercial success.12
Nelson Fell prospered during this period. He married Anne
Palmer, the daughter of a New York judge. Two daughters and a son
followed in short order. His engineering expertise won him both
commercial success and civic responsibilities. He built a house on a
promontory jutting into Lake Tohepekaliga that became known as
Fell’s Point. In 1890, Fell won a seat on the Osceola County Commission. Captain Rufus E. Rose, chairman of the county commission and one of Disston’s advisors, shared Fell’s optimism for
Florida’s economic future and backed Fell’s entry into politics.13
The boom, however, did not last. The first signs of economic
distress surfaced in 1891, and by late 1892, Florida was in the midst
of an unprecedented series of railroad, bank, and commercial failures. The worsening economic conditions culminated in the general panic of 1893. British immigration slowed, and those already
in Florida looked to their citrus groves for salvation. The crash destroyed Hamilton Disston. He mortgaged his central Florida holdings; three years later he defaulted on his loans. In April 1896,
Disston put a pistol to his head and committed suicide while sitting
in a bathtub in his Philadelphia home.14
Nature and international political conditions conspired during the next two years to undermine Nelson Fell’s English colony.
The winter of 1894 was unseasonably cold. On December 27 the
temperature dropped to twenty-seven degrees in north Florida.
Tampa, according to weather reports, was covered with a thick
layer of ice. The cold weather persisted for forty-eight hours, killing
many young trees. The next six weeks were unseasonably warm.
12. Cushman, Sound of Bells, 43, 45; Hetherington, River of Long Water, 37.
13. Hetherington, River of Long Water, 41.
14. Derr, Some Kind of Paradise, 96.
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Veteran citrus growers watched in dismay as green shoots and
blooms appeared on their trees. On February 7, 1895, a killer
freeze covered the state. Temperatures plummeted. The devastation was overwhelming. Overnight, citrus farmers lost their entire
holdings. No part of Florida was untouched.15
A chill in the relations between Britain and the United States
further threatened the status of Florida’s English immigrants. In
1895, a border incident in British Guiana touched off an international dispute between Britain and Venezuela. By 1897, the two
countries were on the verge of war. President Grover Cleveland
criticized the English position, maintaining that Britain had violated the Monroe Doctrine. Lord Salisbury, who headed the English foreign office, replied icily to President Cleveland’s criticism.
He declared that the United States had “no practical concern” in
the South American boundary dispute. Cleveland answered with
an ultimatum: Britain must submit to American arbitration or face
the consequences. The two great Atlantic powers edged toward a
declaration of war.16
The British-Venezuelan crisis was a turning point for many of
central Florida’s English immigrants. Some were still British subjects; others held military commissions that bound them to defend
the Crown. As the crisis worsened many Anglo-Floridians packed
their bags. Bishop William Gray, leader of the Episcopal Diocese of
South Florida, publicly lamented the English exodus.17
In 1897, Britain agreed to American arbitration. The rumors
of war, however, had unnerved Florida’s English immigrants, and
many chose to leave Florida. Consequently, Narcoosee’s growth
stalled. The panic of 1893, the freeze of 189495, Disston’s suicide
in 1896, and what Bishop Gray called “the threatening clouds of
war” combined to deliver a mortal blow to Fell’s dream of paradise
in Florida.18
Nelson Fell faced a difficult choice. He could remain in Narcoosee, or he could look for new opportunities. Fell hesitated; Narcoosee was not destined for greatness. Once again, his brother
provided him with a chance to recoup his losses. Arthur Fell sum-

15. Cushman, Sound of Bells, 53; Morton D. Winsberg, Florida Weather (Orlando,
1990), 46.
16. Cushman, Sound of Bells, 57.
17. Ibid.
18. Ibid
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moned his brother to London to discuss the possibility of purchasing a copper mine and refinery in central Asia. Fell left his family at
Fell’s Point and went to London in 1901.
Although he knew little about mining conditions in Russia, the
older Fell, now a member of the British Parliament, had learned
that there were tremendous investment opportunities in central
Asia and proposed that Nelson go to Siberia, which he did in January 1902. He chose Charles Piffard, one of his Narcoosee associates,
to travel with him across Russia. Fell and Piffard made their way
eastward nearly two thousand miles on the Trans-Siberia Railroad.
The two men covered the final six hundred miles on horseback.19
Years later Fell described his work in central Siberia in a book
entitled Russian and Nomad: Tales of Kirghiz Steppes, published in
1916. Conditions were primitive. The opportunities for profit, however, were unlimited. Fell returned to London and wrote a glowing
report. In 1903 he returned to Russia, charged with the responsibility of negotiating the purchase of the Spassky Copper Mines. He
sent for his wife and children who were still living at Fell’s Point
near Narcoosee. Finally, he convinced Patrick A. Vans Agnew, a
young Scotchman, to leave his law practice in Kissimmee and join
him as one of his assistants.20
Fell flourished during his five years in central Asia. Piffard and
Vans Agnew were able assistants. The three men directed the company’s smelter and ranged across the Kirghiz steppes, purchasing
coal and mining copper. “With new capital the mines and works
were developed into an important and successful enterprise, employing a small army of men: Kirghiz carriers, miners and labourers; Russian mechanics, engineers, superintendents, accountants,”
Fell wrote. “The number of foreigners employed was very small
and, both by policy and inclination, we endeavored to work in close
and sympathetic harmony with the ‘Russians themselves, and the
Russian organized system.“21 Periodically, Fell dispatched caravans
six hundred miles to the north where copper and silver ingots were
shipped by rail to Moscow. Fell served as the mine’s general manager for five years. His daughter Marian became engaged to Patrick

19. Olivia Fell Vans Agnew to Mrs. Mary McClure, November 14, 1965, Siewert Collection.
20. Ibid.
21. Nelson Fell, Russian and Nomad: Tales of the Kirghiz Steppes (New York, 1916), xii.
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Vans22Agnew. In 1909, Fell returned to the United States a rich
man.
At fifty-two, Fell could afford to retire. His family and closest associates were setting out on their own. Vans Agnew opened a law office in Kissimmee, plunged into local politics and became the city’s
attorney, Daughter Marian worked to complete a translation of selections from Anton Chekov’s stories and plays. His other daughter, Olivia, announced her engagement to Patrick Vans Agnew’s
brother Frank. Fell’s son, Nelson, Jr., was preparing to enter Harvard. Charles Piffard used his profits from the Russian enterprise to
launch a banking career in New York. Fell was uncertain what
course to follow.23
His friend and engineering colleague Oscar T. Crosby convinced him to buy a house in Warrenton, Virginia, where Crosby already owned a 350-acre estate. The two men shared numerous
interests. Born in 1861, Crosby graduated from West Point in 1882.
He served in the Army Corps of Engineers for five years before
launching a highly successful career in private industry. By 1900,
Crosby had “accumulated a large fortune” sufficient to free him
from the “drudgery-of business.“24
Vans Agnew urged Fell to reconsider his retirement. Vans Agnew believed that there were tremendous opportunities for land
development in Florida. Conditions there had changed considerably during Fell’s absence; the troublesome nineties were a thing of
the past. The state had experienced a population growth between
1900 and 1910, and in 1905, Floridians had elected a new governor,
liberal reformer Napoleon Bonaparte Broward. Central to Governor Broward’s program was his plan to mobilize the state’s resources to reclaim the Everglades. The Everglades drainage plan
called for the construction of a system of drainage canals that
would “allow surplus water to drain off into the Atlantic Ocean and
Gulf of Mexico.“25 Broward and his successor, Albert W. Gilchrist,
committed sizable state funds to this ambitious, if environmentally

22. Olivia Fell Vans Agnew to Mrs. Mary McClure, November 14, 1965, Siewert Collection.
23. Ibid.
24. Fort Pierce News, April 2, 1915.
25. Samuel Proctor, “Prelude to the New Florida, 1877-1919,” The New History of Florida, edited by Michael Gannon (Gainesville, 1996), 280, 282.
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disastrous, plan. By 1913, 142 miles of canals and two locks were in
place. The state spent nearly $2 million on the Everglades project.26
Fell dispatched his long-time friend, Captain Rose, to scout out
the prospects. One of Florida’s great boosters, Rose had a unique
perspective on land possibilities. He believed that the upper St.
Johns region held great promise. Back in Virginia, Crosby listened
attentively as Fell discussed the idea of launching a colossal land
reclamation project. Crosby had followed the development of Governor Broward’s Everglades drainage plan and shared Fell’s conviction that private enterprise could do a betterjob than the state. He
believed it possible to drain the region and sell the land for a handsome profit.27
Fell spent the following year researching the project. The land
that was best suited for the project, he soon learned, was embroiled
in litigation. Interest in developing the headwaters of the St. Johns
dated to 1895 when W. W. Russell from Cincinnati purchased
115,000 acres west of Sebastian from the United States Printing
Company. In May 1895, Russell dispatched a land surveyor who reported that the elevation of the land would “enable the entire tract
to be drained at comparatively little cost.“28 Russell created a company, Cincinnatus Farms, to direct the land reclamation project. In
November 1895, the Indian River Advocate published a report that
the Cincinnatus Farm Land Improvement Project would soon start
construction on a railroad from Sebastian into the muck land.
Eventually, Russell planned to extend the line on to Kissimmee.
Russell’s advisors, however, had underestimated the magnitude
and cost of the project. Work on the project stopped when Russell
died in 1900.29
No further improvements were made on the tract. The survey
reports were put aside. Nothing came of the railroad extension. By
1909 there were eight different claims against the Russell estate.
On March 11, 1910, Nelson and Anne Palmer Fell paid a $63,125
down payment— with $91,875 outstanding— for title to approximately 118,000 acres of land. Fell’s investment came to a little more
than $1.35 per acre.30
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

Ibid.
Vero Beach Press-Journal, June 14, 1981.
Indian River Advocate, June 14, 1895.
Ibid., November 22, 1895; Fort Pierce News, April 1, 1910.
State of Florida, Deed of Conveyance, Document 708, November 29, 1909, Ashburn Collection.
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The venture’s success depended on drainage. Fell and Crosby
organized the Fellsmere Farms Company to direct the land reclamation project. At the first meeting of the company’s board of directors, held in New York City in June 1910, Cosby was elected
president and Fell was named the company’s vice president. The
board further charged Fell with organizing the company’s development. He hired Ernest Every, a fellow Englishman with more than
twenty years of engineering experience in New Mexico and Colorado, as the project’s general manager.31
On September 16, 1910, engineers from the J. G. White Company presented their drainage plans to Fell, who explained the proposal to the board and presented his own analysis. Essentially, the
company had two options. One plan called for the construction of
a levee surrounding the 450-square-mile area. This would assure
that no water would flow onto company lands. The board chose the
second plan, which proposed to drain the land using a series of canals. The proposed main canal would run eight miles and would
feed into a four-and-one-half-mile outlet canal. The main and outlet canals would be 122 feet wide and 18 feet deep and would run
in an easterly direction to the tidewater at the Sebastian River. Five
lateral canals, which would be fed by a series of sub-lateral canals,
would be dug at two-mile intervals. The objective was that “no point
on the property [was to be] more than 675 feet from one of these
ditches.” Excess water from the entire tract would eventually flow
into the middle fork of the Sebastian River.32
At a meeting the following week, to further convince the board
of the venture’s potential, Fell presented a detailed report on land
sales in Florida. Near Miami, the Tatum brothers were marketing
marl and muck land at fifty dollars per acre. A short distance away
from Fellsmere, in Kissimmee Park, land was selling for sixty dollars an acre. Fell was convinced that the company’s 118,000 acres
would turn a sizable profit for all investors. No insurmountable
technological barriers to draining the property existed.33
Work started in Fellsmere on February 22, 1911. General Manager Every put four colossal excavators to the task of opening the

31. Minute Book, Fellsmere Farms Company, June 6, 1910, 25, Ashburn Collection;
Fellsmere Farmer, April 18, 1912.
32. Minute Book, September 16, 1910, 33; Fellsmere Farmer, February 21, 1912; “Fellsmere Farms Florida,” 8.
33. Minute Book, September 23, 1910, 35.
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twelve-mile-long main canal. Telephone lines were laid so that the
main office could be in “touch with every part of the work.“34 By
February 1912, the project employed 175 men on a monthly payroll of $20,000. Every reported to the directors that the dredges
were making tremendous progress. In April, Every ordered the
opening of the sluiceway which had been cut around the dam on
the main canal east of lateral “U,” which was located nearest the
townsite. Eight thousand acres were reclaimed; settlers arrived almost immediately. The town’s population growth kept pace with
the dredges’ progress. By June 1912, Fellsmere’s population of 600
made it the second largest town in St. Lucie County. The company
newspaper, Fellsmere Farmer, offered a weekly digest of the city’s accomplishments. 35
The Chattanooga-based Securities Underwriters Corporation
organized the national sales campaign of the Fellsmere Sales Company. The advertisements in national weeklies such as the Saturday
Evening Post called attention to the “Fame of Fellsmere” and stimulated tremendous interest. Daily train service assured that the town’s
two hotels were filled with visitors who had come to Fellsmere to see
the wonders of the company’s two demonstration farms.36
To assist with his project, Fell reassembled his Siberian team in
1913. Vans Agnew, involved in the project from the beginning,
served as the company’s attorney. In 1913, Charles Piffard left New
York to organize the desperately needed Fellsmere State Bank. Investors purchased capital stock in the bank worth $25,000. The
Fellsmere Farms Company deeded a lot on the northwest corner of
Broadway and Colorado Streets to Piffard for the bank’s building,
and Fell served on the bank’s board of directors.37
On March 1, 1913, Fell and Crosby visited Fellsmere. Every
showed them the progress the dredges were making on the main
canal and laterals. In town, Fell and Crosby addressed the newly
formed Farmer’s Fraternity. Crosby told the audience that he was
“gratified in the progress that [was] being made in the reclamation
of the vast tract of land and was particularly gratified with the class
of buildings now being constructed in the town of Fellsmere.“38

34. St. Lucie Tribune, April 28, 1911; Fellsmere Farmer, February 21, 1912.
35. Fellsmere Farmer, February 21, 1912, April 1, 1912, July 10, 1913.
36. Ibid., July 10, 1913.
37. Ibid., February 20, 1913.
38. ibid., March 6, 1913.
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F

ELLSMERE FARMS are located in the
famous Indian River country, where the
choicest fruit and vegetabIes are grown to perfection without the possibility of damaging
frosts.

q

The “proposed railroad”, shown on the accompanying illustration, is in course of construction and the northern portion is in operation.

q The Fellsmere Farms Railroad is operated
from Sebastian, on the Indian River, to Fellsmere, and eventually will be extended, through
the Fellsmere tract.
q

Fellsmere Farms are ideally located, the soil
is rich muck and prairie, and the drainage will
be thorough and permanent.

Location of Fellsmere. Printed in the Fellsmere Farmer; February 21, 1912.

Three different problems combined to undermine the company’s success in 1912 and 1913. Disturbing reports from the Everglades began to reach Fellsmere. Land investors arrived in South
Florida and discovered that their land was still under water. In February 1912, the scandal broke. Unscrupulous land sharks had defrauded thousands of investors. Congress ordered an investigation
of the Department of Agriculture’s role in the Everglades drainage
project. The hearings focused the nation’s attention on Florida.39
The scandal posed a potential threat to Fellsmere Farms. To calm
jittery investors, the Fellsmere Farmer published a letter from Representative Frank Clark who served on the congressional committee
investigating the Everglades project. “Gentlemen,” Congressman
39. Ibid., February 21, 1912.

Published by STARS, 1997

17

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 76 [1997], No. 1, Art. 1

12

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

I

Fellsmere Farms drainage system. Printed in the Fellsmere Farmer, February 21, 1912.

Clark wrote to the company’s directors, “it is with regret that I learn
that the present investigations of conditions in connection with the
draining of the Everglades, in which I am so deeply interested, is
tending by inference to injure Fellsmere Farms.““’ Later that
,month, Fell and Oscar Crosby led a party of thirty-six New York investment bankers to Fellsmere to assure them that Fellsmere was a
sound investment.l’
The harm was done. Public confidence in Florida land companies was undermined, and the Fellsmere Farms Sales Company experienced its first setback. On July 8, 1913, the company’s auditors
reported that “the accounts of the Sales Company. . . were in a very

40. Ibid., March 7, 1912.
41. Ibid., April 4, 1912.
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unsatisfactory shape and required the entire re-writing of all
records.“42 The company sustained a loss of $8,105.95 for the year.43
The European crisis further threatened British and European
investments. Thirty years earlier, Fell had organized a newspaper
campaign that brought hundreds of English immigrants to Kissimmee, St. Cloud, and Narcoosee. He planned to use a similar strategy for Fellsmere. In April 1912, Baron Oscar Von Loo, a
prominent Belgian banker who had played an important role in a
number of “large development projects in many parts of the
world,” visited Fellsmere.44 Fell hoped that Baron Von Loo and his
financial associates would create a colony of Belgian, Dutch, and
French farmers in Fellsmere. Unfortunately, the outbreak of World
War I ended the possibility of European investment.
In June 1913, the board of directors reached a final impasse.
The $1 million that the company had set aside for the drainage
project was insufficient. A year earlier the board had authorized
the issuance of $500,000 first mortgage gold notes with a five-year
term at six percent. This was not, however, enough money to finance the drainage project. The board debated its options. On
June 3, 1913, Oscar Crosby resigned from the board and Fell assumed the presidency. Three weeks later J. G. White and S. L.
Selden followed Crosby’s lead; Patrick Vans Agnew and Ernest Every filled the vacancies. On June 24, 1913, the board authorized the
sale of $200,000 first mortgage notes at ninety percent of par value.
Fell promised that henceforward “individual members of the
Board of Directors” would receive “regular and detailed monthly
reports of the condition of the business of Fellsmere Farms Company and Fellsmere Sales Company.“45
Nelson Fell, Patrick Vans Agnew, Ernest Every, and Charles
Baldwin managed the company’s day-to-day business. In Fellsmere,
Piffard acted as their unofficial advisor. Every warned Fell and the
other members of the executive committee that there were potentially serious problems with the drainage plan. The executive committee ordered Every to “suspend dredges during the summer and
open wide the control gates for the purpose of protecting [the]
42. “Report on Audit Fellsmere Sales Company,” July 8, 1913, 3, 4, Ashburn Collection.
43. “Report on Audit Fellsmere Sales Company,” J u n e16,1 9 1 5 , 1, Ashburn Collection.
44. Fellsmere Farmer, April 1 & 1912.
45. Minute Book, June 24, 1913, 253.
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drained area.“ By November 1913, Fell realized that the drainage
plan had to be revised. Money was needed. The executive committee recommended that the board negotiate a loan of “not less than
$150,000 and preferably it should be $200,000.“47 One month later
the board took up the executive committee’s recommendations.48
The need for more working capital compelled the company’s
directors to reorganize both their finances and the drainage
project. The board formed a special adjustment committee consisting of five bondholders that would devise a plan for refinancing
the company’s debt. The committee delivered its findings to the
board in March 1914. It recommended that the present bondholders be offered a settlement in which they would receive ten percent
of their bond’s face value in preferred stock and forty percent in
common stock. In return for this premium the company’s
$500,000 debenture notes would be reissued as ten-year prior lien
bonds. The adjustment committee’s recommendations ended on
an ominous note. The committee recommended that “the mortgages shall contain some provision to be drafted by the company’s
attorneys, which will protect buyers of the company’s lands in case
of foreclosure of the company obligations.“49
The board approved the adjustment plan in May 1914. One
month later the adjustment committee recommended that negotiations be undertaken between the board and the Columbia Trust
Company. Finally, the committee proposed that the Columbia
Trust Company serve as Fellsmere Farm’s trustee.50
Fell found himself struggling to resolve three different problems. As president of both the Fellsmere Farms Company and the
Fellsmere Sales Company, he was responsible for reorganizing the
drainage plan and implementing a new sales strategy. To survive,
the company needed both to increase sales and to cut expenditures. Although the voters of Fellsmere had adopted a commission
form of government in 1913, a year later the company was still burdened with the town’s upkeep.51
Fell bore considerable responsibility for company paternalism.
Maintainance of the town’s tennis courts illustrates this. Fell was an
46. Minutes of the Executive Committee, Minute Book, July 10, 1913, 255.
47. Minute Book, November 7, 1913, 291.
48. Minute Book, December 12, 1913,298.
49. Minute Book, March 27, 1914, 332-33.
50. Minute Book, May 7, 1914, 343; Ibid., June 22, 1914, 355B.
51. Fellsmere Farmer, March 6, 1913.
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enthusiastic tennis player. He organized a lawn tennis club which
he used during his visits to Fellsmere. In July 1914, the Fellsmere
Tennis Club thought it a “reasonable request to ask the Farms
Company if it will not pay the cost of the [tennis court’s] upkeep.”
The company’s executive committee approved the request.52
Subsidizing the tennis club was of little consequence. There
were, however, serious problems that had to be addressed. Patrick
Vans Agnew confided to Fell that the company faced a potentially
devastating legal problem. The problem was disclosed in a personal letter which was included in the board’s December 1914 minutes. Four years earlier Fell had employed Captain Rose to
represent the company in negotiating “various purchases.” Rose’s
lawyer was a prominent Tallahassee lawyer named R. W. Williams.
One purchase of “eight hundred acres” in each of the five townships belonged to a Mr. McCalla from Knoxville. “Mr. McCalla,”
Vans Agnew wrote, “(formerly, I believe, American Minister to
China . . .), had been adjudged insane and his estate was, therefore, being administered by a guardian.“53 In order to execute the
sale, Rose’s lawyer needed to secure an order of sale from the
proper probate court. Unfortunately, Rose’s lawyer sought the order in Tennessee. Florida law, however, mandated that a probate
court in either Fort Pierce or Titusville rule on the matter. Vans Agnew stumbled upon this irregularity in the midst of the adjustment
committee’s struggle to reorganize the company’s finances.54
Attorney Williams’ error exposed the company to considerable
risk. If the company’s title to its initial landholding was in doubt,
then every property deed that the company had issued would be
thrown into question. At the very least this would be worrisome to
the company’s deed holders. Worse, the disclosure of this matter
might undermine the adjustment committee’s efforts to refinance
the company’s debt. This was an “alarming” possibility. Believing that
the irregularities should be disposed of quietly, Vans Agnew set
about “curing” the problem at his own expense.55 Fell and Vans Agnew kept the matter secret for three months. In December 1914, Fell
informed the board that Vans Agnew had corrected the problem.56

52. Minute Book, July 11, 1914, 35 & 59.
53. P. A. Vans Agnew to Nelson Fell, in Minute Book, December 14, 1914, 383-84.
54. Ibid.
55. Ibid.
56. Minute Book, December 14, 1914, 384.
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Fell had four objectives at the end of 1914: finalize the company’s adjustment plan; incorporate the town of Fellsmere; expand
the drainage plan; and, finally, increase sales. By June 1915, he had
succeeded in realizing two of his objectives. The Columbia Trustee
Company agreed to accept $500,000 of first mortgage bonds at six
percent per year. This gave the company needed capital. Vans Agnew wrote a charter for the town, which the state assembly approved on April 29, 1915.57
Unfortunately, Fell failed to achieve his two most important objectives: the expansion of the drainage program and increased
sales. On June 28, 1915, Fell’s auditors delivered a devastating supplementary report itemizing the company’s problems. The auditors had had difficulty making sense of the company’s books.
“Owing to poor attention which has been given to filing in the
past,” they reported, “the files were found to be in a chaotic condition. Correspondence filed in the wrong envelope was the rule
rather than the exception.“58 The auditors determined that “during
the first four months of this year contract balances aggregating
nearly half a million dollars were lapsed on the books, this sum representing approximately one-third of the balances.“59
The auditors recommended that drastic and aggressive steps
be taken to put the delinquent accounts in order. Foreclosure notices, the auditors declared, had to be issued. Fell disagreed. The
auditor’s recommendations would devastate the community. Fell’s
copy of the auditor’s report has survived with his handwritten notes
in the margins. “Yes,” Fell scribbled in response to the suggestion
to cut back on the company’s support of the community, the proposal would save money. However, Fell opposed this measure because it was “harsh [and] dangerous.” A few lines farther Fell noted
that “no opinion can be formed without knowledge of the local
conditions.“60
The auditor’s report, however, could not be ignored. The company had lost a half million dollars in four months. The executive
committee formed a special subcommittee to study the auditor’s
report and identify ways in which economies could be made. In its
57. Fort Pierce News, May 7, 1915. The charter went into effect on May 12, 1915. See
Fellsmere Tribune, January 27, 1917.
58. “Report on Audit Fellsmere Sales Company,” June 28, 1915, 1-2, Ashburn Collection.
59. Ibid, 4.
60. Ibid, 5.
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August 13 report, the subcommittee announced that land sales had
“practically ceased,” collections were falling and, most importantly,
“recent heavy rains” presented unanticipated “new problems.” The
initial drainage program was inadequate to the task of draining all
of the company’s lands. In what proved to be the first step towards
the company’s dissolution, the subcommittee recommended that
“the sales program . . . be discontinued for the present” and that all
of the company’s efforts be placed in “study of possible supplemental construction” necessary to save the drainage project.61
During the next three days Fell met with Arthur Crane, a
hydraulic engineer with the J. G. White Company, who devised a
radically new plan. It was impossible to drain the entire 454-squaremile area of the Fellsmere tract with the existing system. Crane
recommended reducing the area to be drained to eighty square
miles. Fell agreed. This would secure both the town of Fellsmere
and the land that was already sold. The new drainage plan
contained an element missing in the 1910 plan: Crane
recommended that the dredges be used to build levees that would
protect the drainage area.62
Fell presented the revised plan to the board on August 17,
1915. In a separate letter to the executive committee he proposed
to take control of the entire project for a year. “I have decided,” Fell
wrote, “that it is my duty and to the interest of the company that I
should go to Fellsmere without delay and devote my whole time
and energy to overcoming the now-existing difficulties. I wish to do
this without salary or on the conditions of nominal remuneration
suggested by the committee. To this consideration I am indifferent.“63 A week later the executive committee met and gave Fell and
Vans Agnew “a free hand . . . in effecting economies.“64
There was little that Fell and Vans Agnew could do, however.
The “heavy rains” of July 31, 1915, had wiped out many of the
farms. Fell sought and received the executive committee’s approval
to “effect such adjustments” that would alleviate the suffering of
those who had experienced losses because of the “unprecedented

61. Report of Special Subcommittee, Minute Book, August 13, 1915, 449-50.
62. Minutes of Executive Committee, Minute Book, August 17, 1915,456.
63. Nelson Fell to the Executive Committee of the Fellsmere Company, August 16,
1915, in Minute Book, August 17, 1915, 457.
64. Minutes of Executive Committee, Minute Book, August 23, 1915, 459.
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rainfall.“ Consequently, the company agreed to replace 4,647 citrus trees that were destroyed in the flood.66
The town recovered from the flood’s devastation. Eight
months after the rains, the Fellsmere Tribune praised Fell and the
company:
For an ordinary company this [flooding] would have been
a setback which would have been more than to have put
them out of business, but to the powerful organization back
of Fellsmere development it was only a test for weak points
and as soon as the local engineers had secured the necessary data in the case the officials of the company met and
voted an additional appropriation of $325,000 to be expended in erecting powerful levees to surround Fellsmere
and bid defiance to further encroachment of like nature.67
The city’s 896 residents looked toward the future with confidence.
A $40,000 school building was under construction. Six miles of
sidewalks bordered the town’s streets. The Marian Fell Library had
grown in less than a year to more than thirteen hundred books.
“The population,” the newspaper maintained, “is of a high type of
intelligence, with lofty ideals and wise execution. Progressive in all
things, perhaps no better indication of that fact may be given than
the unanimous vote of the electorate of the town granting unrestricted suffrage to women.“68 All signs were promising success. Citrus groves planted in 1913 were bearing their first fruit.69
Despite the city’s optimism, Fell and Vans Agnew faced an insurmountable problem. Fellsmere Farms Company had based its viability on draining the entire tract. The new program called for
draining less than fifty percent of the lands. Land sales were halted.
Delinquencies increased. The additional $325,000 allocation exhausted the company’s reserves. Nevertheless, Fell refused to foreclose on the company’s debtors. “The Farms Company,” Fell told
the members of the Farmer Producer’s Union in 1916, “has not and
never will try to profit by the misfortunes of any landowner, nor

65. Minutes of Executive Committee, Minute Book, September 3, 1915, 465.
66. Minutes of Executive Committee, Minute Book, September 27, 1915, 467.
67. Fellsmere Tribune, March 18, 1916.
68. Ibid.
69. Ibid.
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cause embarrassment to those engaged in building Fellsmere
Farms.” The Producer’s Union passed a resolution thanking Nelson
Fell for his “considerate and kindly response.“70 Fell’s popularity in
Fellsmere, unfortunately, could not save the company from financial ruin. The company had spent more than $1 million on the
drainage project. Securing the restricted area outlined in the new
proposal required additional capital. The Columbia Trust Company
held first mortgage notes that compelled the company to make regular interest payments on the $500,000 of outstanding notes.
On July 1, 1916, the Fellsmere Company failed to meet its interest payment. The Columbia Trust Company filed suit. The Circuit
Court in Fort Pierce placed the Fellsmere Farms Company in receivership, and W. H. Tallis, a New York accountant, was placed in charge
of the company’s assets.71 Two years of legal struggles followed.
Nelson Fell and the directors of the Fellsmere Company lost
their investment. Their dream of draining the headwaters of the St.
Johns failed for a variety of reasons. First, their plan was too extensive. Moreover, they lacked the necessary capital to protect the reclaimed lands. In 1912, the Everglades land scandal undermined
public confidence in land sales. The outbreak of World War I
scared off potential European investors.
Nelson Fell left Fellsmere in 1917 for his Virginia estate, where
he died in 1928. Oscar Crosby, who was directing war relief in Europe when the company collapsed, went on to become an assistant
secretary of the treasury under Woodrow Wilson. Patrick Vans Agnew became Jacksonville’s city attorney. Ernest Every moved to
Melbourne. Charles Piffard remained in Fellsmere as director of
the Fellsmere bank and played an active role in the creation of the
Fellsmere Drainage District.72
Like the Narcoosee colony before it, Fellsmere Farms Company did not flourish. The technological challenge of draining the
headwaters of the St. Johns proved too great. Still, Fell and his confederates accomplished much. In the face of tremendous obstacles,
and despite their own financial losses, they laid the foundation for
a progressive community that aspired to be a “bright spot in the
south.“73
70. Ibid., January 8, 1916.
71. Ibid., January 6, 1917.
72. Ibid. February 22, 1919.
73. Ibid.: May 6, 1916:
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Something More Than A Creed:
Mary McLeod Bethune’s Aim of Integrated
Autonomy As Director of Negro Affairs
by CHRISTOPHER E. LINSIN

H

work and divine inspiration remained central aspects
of Mary McLeod Bethune’s character throughout her life. A
strong and consistent advocate of racial uplift through industrial
education and hard work, Bethune embraced Booker T. Washington’s educational perspectives and his advocacy of racial pride and
group solidarity. Also sympathetic toward the position held by
Washington’s ideological nemesis, William Edward Burghardt Du
Bois, Bethune embraced notions of racial empowerment by seeking both black social autonomy and full integration into the white
economic community. Melding the philosophies of both Washington and Du Bois, Mary McLeod Bethune embraced an ideological
position that sought to resolve America’s pressing problem of racial inequality. Her position on race relations, best described as integrated autonomy, was well suited for the turbulent 1930s and
1940s. During her tenure as President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s
Director of the Division of Negro Affairs in the National Youth Administration (NYA) , Bethune used the philosophy of integrated autonomy as an important vehicle for racial uplift.
Bethune’s formative years were steeped in a religious environment, first at North Carolina’s Scotia Seminary and later at Chicago’s Moody Bible Institute. Consequently, she attacked the
injustice suffered by blacks in American society with a missionary
zeal. Bethune’s approach to racial uplift led her to identify with a
new generation of racial liberals encouraged by the New Deal’s
progressive ethos. This group of predominantly southern activists
pursued an agenda that sought nothing less than full citizenship
rights for African Americans.
ARD

Christopher E. Linsin, an independent scholar, received his Ph.D. in history
from Florida State University in April 1997. The author wishes to express his
gratitude to Kenneth W. Goings and Canter Brown, Jr., for suggestions on an
early version of this essay. Special thanks to Maxine D. Jones for her consistent
encouragement of the author’s scholarly pursuit of Bethune.
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Bethune’s NYA role has received limited attention from scholars. In a 1975 article, B. Joyce Ross labels Bethune passive and a segregationist. Casting her criticism within a larger critique of the New
Deal, Ross maintains that “the greatest shortcoming of the New
Deal was its failure to link inextricably the principle of federal auspices of racial equality with the concept of a desegregated society.“1
Implicitly and explicitly, New Dealer Bethune emerges guilty of the
same charge. Ross asserts that Bethune was “a Janus-faced figure
who presented a public position to bi-racial and white groups
which often differed appreciably from her privately expressed attitudes.“2 Ross misinterprets the evidence. Bethune never advocated
segregation— at least not in the pejorative sense indicated by Ross.
Bethune did, however, advocate autonomy— that is to say— blacks
leading blacks. Bethune emerged a strong and consistent proponent of full integration into the American system while advocating
black civil rights leadership.
Elaine Smith’s 1980 article is more successful in placing Bethune
in proper historical perspective. Smith argues that Bethune did not
remain quietly acquiescent to black oppression in her position in the
NYA. Instead “the aggressive Bethune immediately transcended”
what Smith sees as Bethune’s “limited role” in the NYA. Smith insists
that Bethune’s “primary concern was not the segregation-integration
issue but a greater measure of equality for Negroes within the existing contours of American society.“3 Here Smith approaches a key to
understanding Bethune’s particular role in the NYA and as director
of Negro Affairs in the Roosevelt administration. Unfortunately, she
fails to analyze Bethune’s ideological position within the context of
the formative years of the civil rights movement and her association
with a new generation of race liberals.
In recent years, historians of the movement have expanded the
subject’s traditional 1954-1965 paradigm to examine the efforts of
white and black liberals to improve the South’s lagging economy

1. B. Joyce Ross, “Mary McLeod Bethune and the National Youth Administration:
A Case Study of Power Relationships in the Black Cabinet of Franklin D.
Roosevelt,” The Journal of Negro History 40 (January 1975), 1-28, quote on p. 2.
2. Ibid., 45.
3. Elaine M. Smith, “Mary McLeod Bethune and the National Youth Administration,” Darlene Clark Hine, ed., in Black Women in United States History (Brooklyn,
1990), 149-77, quote on pp. 152-53.
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and reform race relations during the New Deal and World War II
eras.” John Egerton characterizes the period within which Bethune
worked as a “hinge of history.” According to Egerton, a new generation of southern race liberals emerged between 1932 and 1954 to
play a vitally important role in charting the subsequent course of
the modern civil rights movement.5 Historian Patricia Sullivan
finds this generation most “attentive to the new possibilities cre6
ated by the New Deal.“ In his study of New Deal liberalism, Alan
Brinkley agrees, remarking that the political climate of the 1930s
contributed to a “major change in the character of American liberalism.” The combined efforts of New Dealers to promote democratic freedoms in a climate of totalitarianism set the tone for what
Brinkley described as “one of the central preoccupations of postwar liberals: the struggle for racial justice.“7
Most New Dealers, even the few actively concerned with racial
justice, focused their energies upon economic issues. The new generation of southern activists operated primarily within the southern conference movement, and through this movement pursued a
racial policy that also reflected economic concerns.8 Organizations
such as the Southern Conference for Human Welfare (SCHW) and
the Southern Conference Education Fund (SCEF) , founded in
1938 and 1946 respectively, worked to improve the South’s dire
economic conditions. Members of these organizations claimed
that institutionalized systems of “segregation and discrimination
[had] interfered with the South’s ability to build a sound economy.“9

4. For examples of this expanded treatment of the movement, see John Egerton,
Speak Now Against the Day: The Generation Before the Civil Rights Movement in the
South (New York, 1994); Patricia Sullivan, Days Of Hope: Race and Democracy in the
New Deal Era (Chapel Hill, 1996); Linda Reed, Simple Decency And Common Sense:
The Southern Conference Movement, 1938-1963 (Bloomington, 1991); Robin D. G.
Kelley, Hammer And Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great Depression (Chapel
Hill, 1990); Earl Ofari Hutchinson, Blacks And Reds: Race and Class in Conflict,
1919-1990 (East Lansing, 1995); Kenneth W. Goings, The NAACP Comes Of Age:
The Defeat of Judge John J. Parker (Bloomington, 1990); and Adam Fairclough,
Rights And Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana, 1915-1972 (Athens,
Ga., 1995.)
5. Egerton, Speak Now Against the Day, 3-12.
6. Sullivan, Days Of Hope, 4.
7. Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform: New Deal Liberalism in Recession and War (New
York, 1995), 16465.
8. Reed, Simple Decency And Common Sense, xi-xii.
9. Ibid.
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The SCHW, of which Bethune was an active member, coalesced around the growing salience of the American labor movement. With the passage of the Wagner Act in 1935 and the
subsequent formation of the Congress of Industrial Organizations
(CIO), unskilled workers, black as well as white, acquired the benefits of union organization. Much of the organizational effectiveness of the CIO stemmed directly from determined and
experienced Communist labor organizers who had joined the CIO
during the Popular Front era. Dedicated to social as well as economic equality, American Communists seemed, from the vantage
point of reform liberals like Bethune, to represent similar interests.
Considered from this perspective, American Communists did not
blindly reflect the will of Stalin’s Comintern. What was perceived as
“the constructive involvement” of Communists “in progressive, indigenous social movements, especially the trade union and antiracist movements,” impressed a new generation of reform-minded
liberals grappling with what Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal
called “an American Dilemma.“10 According to historian Robin
Kelley, southern Communists, those individuals who readily embraced popular front organizations like the SCHW, “experienced
and opposed race and class oppression as a totality” in their campaign to achieve true social and economic equality. By pursuing a
policy of social equality for African Americans and by directly challenging the South’s entrenched social mores, American Communists in the 1930s attracted the attention, if not the begrudging
respect, of both working- and middle-class African Americans.11 In
addition, their organizing expertise endeared them to a southern
conference movement increasingly attentive to the liberating possibilities of labor organization.
A new generation of leaders within the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), fortified by
steadily growing membership rosters and determined legal efforts,
also emerged during the New Deal and World War II eras. The
(NAACP), dedicated since its inception to working within America’s legal system, counted heavily upon the deep-seated American
10. Robert Shaffer, “A Not-So-Secret Agenda,” Reviews in American History 24 (September 1996), 503; Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and
Modern Democracy (New York, 1962.)
11. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe, xiii; Hutchinson, Black and Reds; and Christopher E.
Linsin, “Not By Words, But By Deeds: Communists and African Americans During the Depression Era” (master’s thesis, Florida Atlantic University, 1993.)
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notion of equality before the law. According to historian Kenneth
W. Goings, the Association also relied upon effective political opposition, as demonstrated by the NAACP’s successful campaign to
block the Supreme Court nomination of Judge John J. Parker in
1930.12 Adam Fairclough’s study of Louisiana’s struggle for black
equality indicates that, by the mid-1930s, the NAACP had experienced a “leadership shift.” Fairclough attributed this “transformation” of the NAACP’s leadership cadres in Louisiana to both the
growth of industrialized unionism in the United States and the increased radicalization of the black working class.13
Throughout her years as an activist, Mary McLeod Bethune
shared many of these reform sentiments. Bethune embraced the
organizational efforts of the southern conference movement and
championed the creation of a broad coalition of white and black
race liberals determined to achieve black social, political, and economic equality.
Booker T. Washington’s accommodationist creed, enunciated
in Atlanta in 1895, held sway through the first half of the twentieth
century.14 Calling for black Americans to jettison their political and
social aims in favor of economic advancement through industrial
education, Washington naively expected white Americans to grant
blacks social and political equality. But first blacks needed to prove
themselves worthy by hard work and self-denial. This Tuskegee philosophy had fulfilled its limited historical task by fostering a sense
of self-worth within the black community. Effectively, Washington
established a notion of racial pride and group solidarity both
through his work in the Negro Business League and at Tuskegee
Institute. He provided blacks with a degree of hope, but much remained to be done.

12. Goings, NAACP Comes of Age, xii, 92.
13. Fairclough, Race And Democracy, 50.
14. The pervasiveness of the Washingtonian creed of racial uplift is well documented in a series of recent works dealing with black urbanization. See Howard
Beeth and Cary D. Wintz, eds. Black Dixie: Afro-Texan History and Culture in Houston (Houston, 1992); Albert S. Broussard, Black San Francisco: The Struggle for
Racial Equality in the West, 1900-1954 (Lawrence, Kans., 1993); Robert Gregg,
Sparks From the Anvil of Oppression: Philadelphia’s African Methodists and Southern
Migrants, 1890-1940 (Philadelphia, 1993); and Kenneth Marvin Hamilton, Black
Towns and Profit: Promotion and Development in the Trans-Appalachian West, 18771915 (Urbana, 1991). Also see August Meier, Negro Thought in America, 18801915: Racial Ideologies in the Age of Booker T. Washington (Ann Arbor, 1963).
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Despite Washington’s limited success with the establishment of
trade and industrial schools, black Americans remained uncertain
as to the future thrust of their efforts. By 1930 Mary McLeod Bethune lamented over the confusion that she identified within the
race. Contemplating the plight of blacks, she wondered what direction they should pursue in their quest for full American citizenship. How could Washington’s work be enriched? Would blacks
continue to rely upon the slow, but steady, accomplishments of the
NAACP’s legal efforts? Or, would blacks embrace the more radically activist methods of the Communist Party of the United States
(CPUSA) or the working-class activism of labor leader A. Philip
Randolph? Working-class blacks and whites in the 1930s were confronted with a wide spectrum of political considerations.
Fueled by economic depression and social dislocation, the
1930s offered ideologues broad scope for their activities. On the
Left, the CPUSA, initially embarking upon a course of class conflict, tempered its approach by the mid-1930s. Following the Communist International’s Seventh Congress of 1935, American
Communists eagerly pursued Stalin’s new party line. Popular Front
associations with moderate ameliorative agencies emerged to proselytize America’s burgeoning, unskilled proletariat.15 On the Right,
Father Coughlin proclaimed his own unique brand of American
fascism. In between both extremes lurked hopeful Democrats, increasingly dysfunctional Republicans, religious zealots, and omnipresent Socialists.
Bethune’s solution for black Americans was one of fusion, a
plan of action loosely outlined by Du Bois. In effect, Bethune
wanted to secure both black social autonomy and integration into
the white economic sphere. Like Du Bois, Bethune believed in a
strong black identity maintained within the context of white society.16 Du Bois held that black Americans had been historically con15. American Communists referred to the Popular Front as a “People’s Front.” See,
Earl Browder, “The Communists in the People’s Front,” Communist 16 (July
1937); and James Ford, The Negro And The Democratic Front (New York, 1938). For
a perspective on the aims of the Seventh Comintern Congress of 1935 see the
resolutions of the Seventh Congress of the Communist International in Communist 14 (October 1935), 921-54.
16. W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (reprint, New York, 1990), 9-12. For an
analysis of Du Bois’s position on the “twoness” conflict within black America see
Elliot Rudwick, W. E. B. Du Bois: Propagandist of the Negro Protest (New York,
1986), esp. Chapter 1; and David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois, Biography of a
Race: 1868-1919 (New York, 1993), passim.
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founded by their sense of duality. Were they Africans with a
distinctive culture? Or were they Americans? Du Bois argued they
could be both.17 Advocating “voluntary segregation,” Du Bois maintained that black Americans sought only the possibility of being accepted as blacks and as Americans without the “doors of
Opportunity” being shut to them. Writing in The Souls of Black Folk,
he asserted that “[t]o be a poor man is hard. But to be a poor race
in a land of dollars is the very bottom of hardships.” According to
Du Bois, the only “common sense” response to economic deprivation remained the development of “an economic nation within a
nation.“18
Bethune identified with Du Bois’s philosophy of black empowerment inexorably linked with economic advancement. The Second Amenia Conference, held in the spring of 1933, reflected the
NAACP’s growing concern over the economic plight of the black
masses and served as further testimony to the growing interest
within black America in economic empowerment.19
Bethune believed that progress was only achieved through activism, a philosophy she had internalized while building her school
in Daytona Beach. Arriving in 1904, Bethune encountered a crumbling Daytona Educational and Industrial Institute. Fired with the
zeal of one trained for missionary work but denied the opportunity,
Bethune went to work. Through skillful manipulation of the
wealthy white community, Bethune was soon able to secure philanthropic support. Thriving by 1922, Bethune’s school for young
black women merged the following year with Cookman Institute of
Jacksonville. Although in decline, Cookman retained its fifty-year
tradition of Methodist Episcopal backing. Bethune sought to make
her school the hub ofwomen’s club activity, adroitly enhancing her
ability to raise funds. Bethune defied Jim Crowism and the Ku Klux
Klan by insisting upon integrated seating at all her school functions
and by encouraging blacks to exercise their voting power.20

17. Rudwick, W. E. B. Du Bois, 37; DuBois, Souls Of Black Folk, 9.
18. W. E. B. Du Bois, “A Negro Within the Nation,” Current History 42 (June 1934),
265-70.
19. Harvard Sitkoff, A New Deal For Blacks: The Emergence of Civil Rights as a National
Issue, The Depression Decade (New York, 1978), 250-51; and “Youth and Age at
Amenia,” Crisis 40 (October 1933), 226.
20. Jessie C. Smith, ed., Notable Black American Women (Detroit, 1992), 86-92; and
Helen W. Ludlow, “The Bethune School,” The Southern Workman (March 1912),
144-54.
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Bethune advocated self-help. Only blacks, led by fellow blacks,
could infuse the race with the needed mettle to realize full citizenship.
The American ideals of citizenship suggest self-support as
a primary essential— self-government and service as the
acid test. The conflicting idealism of our race centers
around self-support and service. Let us acknowledge some
truths, face some facts— sincerely, honestly, bravely. The
time has come when we must believe in progress as something more than just a creed.21
Citizenship should indeed be something more than just a
creed. It demanded the acknowledgment that while “many strides
forward” had been made, “full participation of the Negro into all of
the government activities” had not yet been realized. Bethune believed that in order for black Americans “to face squarely and fearlessly the problems confronting” them, they had to achieve
“represent[ation] through the agencies of the federal government.“22 The full participation of black Americans in the social,
economic, and political spheres demanded the opening of those
“doors of Opportunity” upon which Du Bois had been pounding
for over thirty years.
Southern liberals’desires to reform the region’s unjust and racially biased economic, social, and political systems dovetailed with
Bethune’s goal of integrated autonomy. To attain full citizenship in
America, blacks needed to share in the economic opportunities
white Americans enjoyed.23 Additionally, blacks needed to secure
their identity and their direction by retaining control of their own
destiny. This required the maintenance of black leadership. In the
21. Mary McLeod Bethune. “Selected Sayings,” n.d., box 2, Mary Mcleod Bethune
Papers, Robert Manning Strozier Library, Florida State University (hereinafter
MMBP)
22. Opening Statement of Mrs. Mary McLeod Bethune, Director Division of Negro
Affairs National Youth Administration, Second National Conference on the
Problems of the Negro and Negro Youth, January 12, 1939, box 1, Records of
the Director of the National Youth Administration, Record Group 119, National
Archives (hereinafter NYA Records).
23. This theme of integrated autonomy, although not identified as such, emerges in
Joseph Earl Taylor, Sr., “The National Conferences on the Problems of the
Negro and Negro Youth, 1937 and 1939: A Comprehensive Program For the
Full Integration into the Benefits and Responsibilities of American Democracy”
(Ph.D. diss., Clark University, 1986).
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ideologically laden thirties, this aim reflected a heightened sense
of activism that would find ultimate manifestation in the formation
of the CIO, the March on Washington Movement, and the “Don’t
Buy Where You Can’t Work” campaign, among others. As Patricia
Sullivan’s study demonstrates, a new generation of policymakers
and political activists played an important role in instituting fundamental reforms designed to improve conditions among traditionally marginalized groups.24 During her tenure as the leading
member of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Black Cabinet and as
Director of the NYA’s Division of Negro Affairs, Bethune consistently focused on achieving integrated autonomy.
President Roosevelt’s Executive Order 7086 created the NYA on
June 26, 1935, under the auspices of the Works Progress Administration (WPA). Serving America’s youth in the spirit of the New Deal,
the NYA would “initiate and administer a program of approved
projects which shall provide relief, work relief, and employment for
persons between the ages of sixteen and twenty-five years who are no
longer in regular attendance at a school requiring full time, and
who are not regularly engaged in remunerative employment.“25
Roosevelt and his advisors correctly recognized that workingclass youth, in many cases lacking adequate vocational training and
confronting dwindling economic opportunities in the private sector, also suffered from the depression.26 Black youth experienced
the depression more acutely than white. Job training for young
blacks capable of working under WPA direction and education for
those temporarily not employable emerged as serious concerns for
the NYA, thanks largely to the efforts of Bethune. Praising the “persistent and thorough” manner in which Bethune sought to advance
the condition of black youth, Dr. Mordecai Johnson, President of
Howard University, expressed a sentiment shared by many of black
America’s “talented tenth.“27 Bethune’s efforts, reinforced by the
commitment of sympathetic white race liberals like NYA Director
Aubrey Williams, improved economic and social conditions for
24. Sullivan, Days Of Hope, 42-43.
25. Palmer O. Johnson and Oswald L. Harvey, The National Youth Administration
(Washington, D.C., 1938), 92.
26. Ibid., 2-3.
27. Dr. Mordecai Johnson’s opening remarks at the Conference of Negro Administrative Assistants, The National Youth Administration, Washington, D.C., June 2,
1938, box 2, NYA Records. For Du Bois’s perspective on the “talented tenth,”
see DuBois, Souls of Black Folk, 68-82.
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young blacks. By encouraging a strong sense of community and
providing job training and work experience, NYA programs offered black youth economic opportunity previously lacking. According to historian John Hope Franklin, NYA programs provided
“thousands of Negroes” the training needed to secure work in industry, especially when defense industries began to increase production on the eve of war.28
True to its progressive spirit, the NYA leadership also sought to
improve social conditions by encouraging America’s youth to develop habits of “constructive leisure time activities.“29 But the primary focus of NYA efforts on behalf of black youth remained
improving employment opportunities. In its final report, issued in
1943, the agency could boast significant accomplishments. Attesting to the value of the NYA to Negro youth, the NYA’s final report
stated that
[m]ore than 300,000 Negro young men and women were
given employment and work training on NYA projects.
These employment opportunities, from which they received wages, contributed greatly toward maintaining the
morale of these youth and their families during the early
days of the depression. Moreover, the whole field of exploratory work experience NYA projects offered, opened
to these youth training opportunities and a kind of vocational guidance they had never before experienced,
thereby enabling the majority of them to qualify for jobs
heretofore closed to them.30
Vocational training and government employment opportunities complemented Bethune’s aim of integrated autonomy. But
while she and other members of the black intelligentsia recognized
the benefits to be derived from vocational training, they nevertheless were aware that it alone was insufficient. Sociologist Doxey A.
Wilkerson argued that neither the economic woes of the United
28. John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss, Jr., From Slavery To Freedom: A History of
Negro Americans, 6th ed. (New York, 1988), 399.
29. For a detailed examination of the NYA’s major objectives, see W. Thatcher Winslow, Youth, A World Problem: A Study in World Perspective of Youth Conditions, Movements, and Programs (Washington, D.C., 1937), 90-96.
30. Final Report, National Youth Administration Division of Negro Affairs, 1943,
box 1, NYA Records.

Published by STARS, 1997

35

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 76 [1997], No. 1, Art. 1

30

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Mary McLeod Bethune, early 1940s. Photograph courtesy of the Florida State Archives, Tallahassee.

States nor those of blacks could be solved solely by programs of vocational training, although “vocational education [could] play a
very important role in the occupational adjustment of individuals.“31 As her correspondence with Eleanor Roosevelt reveals, Be31. Doxey A. Wilkerson, Special Problems of Negro Education (1939; reprint,. Westport,
Conn., 1970), 89.
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Mary McLeod Bethune and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, circa 1936. Photograph courtesy of the Florida State Archives, Tallahassee.

thune used her NYA position to achieve not only “occupational
adjustment” but black economic empowerment.
For Bethune, the 1930s were, paradoxically, a time of “great
awakening and new opportunities for all.“32 From her position of
authority within the Roosevelt administration, she declared that
black Americans had embarked on a viable program that would
lead inexorably toward the ultimate goal of “full integration into
the program of America . . . [and] full participation in administering the program.“33 This statement offers a key to understanding
Bethune. Through a combination of guile, assertiveness, and what
at times seemed like obsequious posturing, she attempted to manipulate the administration into granting blacks positions of prominence in New Deal agencies. Presaging a tactic later employed by
Martin Luther King, Jr., Bethune often appealed to the conscience
of white American leadership by grounding her arguments in
moral but deferential terms. By outlining the dire conditions endured by blacks “accurately, realistically and factually,” she main32. Mary McLeod Bethune, “I’ll Never Turn Back No More!” in Opportunity: A Journal of Negro Life 16 (November 1938), 324.
33. Ibid.
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tained that conditions could be improved.34 Black Americans
wanted only what any American wanted, and Bethune found no
good reason to be apologetic.35
Bethune recognized her influential position within the administration. Politically shrewd, she also understood the power of the
black vote and of black voters’ position in the New Deal coalition.36
Finally, Bethune realized, as did other like-minded second-generation race liberals, that the New Deal’s liberal ethos gave blacks the
opportunity to realize full citizenship. Bethune used her position
as director of the Division of Negro Affairs, her friendship with
Eleanor Roosevelt, and her White House access to forge a powerful
position for herself and to reap benefits for the larger black community. Relevant documents reveal that she consistently advocated
the appointment of black officials to positions of political, and
thereby economic, power. She knew, as an increasing number of
national leaders knew, that government could become a positive
force when used on behalf of the people.37 Intrigued by the apparent advances of the Soviet Union’s planned economy, American
liberals became increasingly convinced that such a method could
work in the United States. While not a Marxist (a charge leveled at
Bethune during the anticommunist hysteria of the early 1950s because of her previous association with the SCHW), Bethune remained a committed New Dealer on par with Harold Ickes and
Harry Hopkins. Bethune and other New Dealers maintained that it
was the responsibility of the federal government to manage society
in such a way as to insure the welfare of American citizens.
Critical to the success of Bethune’s program was her close and
endearing friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt.38 More than just
34. Mary McLeod Bethune, “Clarifying Our Vision with the Facts,” Journal of Negro
History 23 (January 1938), 15.
35. Mary McLeod Bethune, “The Negro In Retrospect and Prospect,” Journal of
Negro History 35 (January 1950), 11.
36. Ibid., 12.
37. Bethune, “I’ll Never Turn Back,” 325-26. Also see Brinkley, End Of Reform, 16470; William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal (New York,
1963), 332-33; and Sitkoff, New Deal For Blacks, ix.
38. The evidence for the friendship between Mary McLeod Bethune and Eleanor
Roosevelt remains so overwhelming in the literature of the 1930s and 1940s that
a listing of all the sources would extend well beyond the scope of this essay. The
numerous writings of Eleanor Roosevelt such as My Day, her newspaper columns, and in particular, the Eleanor Roosevelt Papers all attest to the friendship
and mutual admiration the two women shared. The MMBP, while not nearly as
focused and comprehensive, also attest to the sincerity of the friendship.
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friendship bound the two women, however. They both embraced
the southern conference movement and its aims of improving economic conditions for blacks. Bethune’s communications with Mrs.
Roosevelt were often of both a personal and a political nature. For
example, on January 4, 1937, in a note extending to Eleanor
Roosevelt best wishes for the new year, Bethune encouraged the
first lady to attend the National Conference on Problems of the Negro and Negro Youth, scheduled for the following week. Bethune
enclosed an agenda so that, ostensibly, the first lady could “decide
the day and hour” she could attend. The purpose of the conference was “to consider the basic problems facing the Negro and Negro Youth in America in order to formulate a set of definite
recommendations, indicating the goals to be desired and how the
government through such agencies as the National Youth Administration might assist the Negro and Negro youth in achieving these
ends.” The conference agenda also outlined four specific aims: (1)
increased employment opportunity and economic security, (2) adequate educational and recreational opportunities, (3) improved
health and housing conditions, and (4) security of life and equal
protection under the law. These goals, shared both by Bethune and
by working-class blacks, strongly suggested that black Americans
demanded, as a condition of their full citizenship rights, complete
integration into the nation’s economic and social spheres. The vehicle for this integration remained the federal government.39
Bethune recognized that the chief impediment to racial
progress was that “[t]he Negro [was] no longer a purely agricultural nor even a purely industrial” force in society.40 Black Americans, she maintained, had clearly demonstrated their ability to
excel in all fields of human endeavor. Such excellence entitled
blacks to full participation in American society without reservation.
39. Mary McLeod Bethune to Eleanor Roosevelt, January 4, 1937, Eleanor
Roosevelt Papers, reel 1 (hereinafter ERP), microfilm edition. Subsequent
communications expressed the first lady’s regrets for not being able to
attend.
40. “What Causes Chiefly Impede Progress in Interracial Cooperation and Can We
Hope To Make More Rapid progress During the Next Ten Years,” n.d., box 2,
MMBP. This document outlines in detail the tradition of black education, the
many achievements of black Americans, the lack of effective black leadership,
union exclusion, and goals for the future— specifically with regard to black education. While not dated, this document was probably written during the 1920s
as indicated by references to the World War I and the lack of any concrete political references to the Democratic Party or the New Deal.
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On a similar theme, in her acceptance speech for the NAACP’s Spingarn Medal, Bethune spoke of the ideals of brotherhood and cooperation. Declaring that “[t]he law of life is the law of
cooperation,” she spoke at length on “racial cohesion,” on “social
group understanding and appreciation,” on “equality of opportunity,” and on “economic adjustment,” all cast within a moral context.41 Likewise, during a speech before the SCHW upon the
acceptance of her 1942 Thomas Jefferson Medal for Service to the
South, Bethune declared that “the fate of America” in the face of
war was linked with “the fate of the Negro people.“42 Black Americans once again were demonstrating their faith in America during
a national crisis. This demonstration, manifest in African Americans’support for both the New Deal and FDR’s war efforts, relied
upon Bethune’s aim of integrated autonomy. Only when black
Americans realized greater control over their own economic and
social destinites could they claim full participation in American life.
The road to such realization, however, remained a difficult one.
While Bethune demonstrated her desire for the integration of
black Americans into the national economic and social mainstream, she also fostered black leadership and autonomy. As early
as 1926 Bethune outlined before the National Association of Colored Women her belief in the relationship between American citizenship, individual autonomy in the pursuit of economic
advancement, and cooperative public service.43 She challenged the
“conflicting forces” within the black leadership— those forces
thwarting “cooperative effort”— to seek integration into whitedominated American society as the only way to empower blacks
and to gain ultimate control of black “destiny.” America’s democratic freedoms and economic opportunities, she argued in the

41. “Response of Mrs. Mary McLeod Bethune, Twenty-first Spingarn Medalist— at
the Twenty-sixth Annual Conference of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People,” January 28, 1935, box 2, MMBP.
42. Mary McLeod Bethune, “What Are We Fighting For?“, 1942, box 2. MMBP.
Many prominent American liberals of the era played active roles in this multiracial organization, includin,g Bethune and Eleanor Roosevelt. For examinations of the SCHW and its membership see, Egerton, Speak Now Against the Day;
Reed, Simple Decency and Common Sense; Sullivan, Days Of Hope; and U.S. House,
Committee Report on the Southern Conference for Human Welfare (Washington, D.C.,
1947).
43. President’s Address to the 15th Biennial Convention of the National Association of Colored Women, August 2, 1926, box 2, MMBP.
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1920s belonged “to Negroes as much as . . . [they did] to those of
any other race.“44
Bethune continued to allude to the theme of black autonomy
during the war years, a period in which conditions, she felt, were
ripe for black empowerment. In a letter to Eleanor Roosevelt in
early 1941, Bethune outlined a suggested “program . . . of action,
pertinent to the needs of the hour.” The note urged the “[i]nclusion of Negroes in the thinking and organization of new agencies
set up for defense.” Bethune called for black leadership in the
realms of volunteer services, cultural relations, and health- and welfare-related agencies. Further, she pointed to the “urgent need for
increased Negro personnel in the regular government agencies,”
specifically, the Departments of Agriculture and Labor and the
United States Public Health Services. She called upon the first lady
to use her “pressure” to prompt the president to appoint a black
federal judge, suggesting that such an appointment would stimulate black Americans “at a time when stimulation is needed.”45 She
implicitly communicated her belief that loyal black Democrats
could aid the administration significantly in the war effort. Effectively, Bethune sought to appeal to FDR’s pragmatic side. Her message was clear: use blacks who have demonstrated both their loyalty
and competence and reap the rewards of both a successful war effort and their continued political support.
In November 1941, on the eve of World War II, Bethune compiled a detailed list of potential black appointees for the president’s consideration.46 She stressed the need for specific
appointments of particular black community leaders to positions
within civilian defense and health agencies. Black lawyers, black
business leaders, and the acting president of Wilberforce University headed this list. The following spring, she sent the first lady a
detailed proposal to use black craftsmen and technicians, all operating under autonomous black leadership, in the production of
war materials. The plan called for the establishment of a black vocational school located in the South. This school would not only
train blacks in defense industry methods but would also help ease
governmental manpower shortages. More importantly for Be44. Ibid.
45. Mary McLeod Bethune to Eleanor Roosevelt, April 8, 1941, reel 1, ERP.
46. Memorandum of Mrs. Mary McLeod Bethune of Matters to take up with Mrs.
Roosevelt, November 22, 1941, reel 1, ERP.
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thune, the plan granted working-class blacks the economic opportunity previously unavailable to them. 47 Blacks had been
consistently denied membership in the American Federation of Labor’s (AFL) affiliated unions. Section 7A of the National Industrial
Recovery Act of 1933 gave workers the right to organize and bargain collectively. Significantly augmented in 1935 by the Wagner
Act, Section 7A provided a major impetus for the rise of industrial
unions during the last half of the 1930s. As black Americans were
becoming increasingly “proletarianized,” the CIO and its colorblind membership guidelines offered blacks a significant measure
of what had long been denied: organization as viable members of
the labor force.48
Bethune’s plan to use black craftsmen and technicians under
black management specifically called for a small boat and shipbuilding plant “dedicated to the employment of the now unemployed but trained Negro.” This plant would be constructed near
“Scotland, Louisiana, adjacent to or in the vicinity of Southern University, Louisiana’s largest colored University.” The proposal detailed management appointments and outlined the names and
relevant work experiences of eight black educators and business
leaders who could serve on the project. The plan encompassed Bethune’s aim of integrated autonomy as it permitted blacks to lead
blacks while becoming increasingly integrated in the nation’s economic and, by extension, social spheres. Bethune’s support for the
plan reflected her internalization of the Washingtonian work ethic
as well as Du Bois’s black economic nationalism. More importantly,
however, Bethune’s efforts to establish the plant mirrored the economic aims of a new generation of southern reformers. Bethune’s
program was consistent with her past struggles in the face of great
economic hardship and her designs for the black masses.49
Eleanor Roosevelt, perhaps just trying to say “no” to Bethune,
professed her failure to understand Bethune’s proposal. Arguing

47. Eleanor Roosevelt to Mary McLeod Bethune, April 10, 1942, reel 1, ERP. A copy
of Bethune’s proposal is attached.
48. The initial treatment of black proletarianization can be found in Joe William
Trotter, Jr., Black Milwaukee: The Making of an Industrial Proletariat (Urbana,
1985). Editorials in black weeklies attest to the benefits to be derived from black
affiliation with the CIO. See Chicago Defender, August 29, 1936, June 5 and 12,
1937; New York Amsterdam News, August 21 and June 19, 1937; Also see Linsin,
“Not By Words, But By Deeds,” 121-28.
49. Eleanor Roosevelt to Mary McLeod Bethune, April 10, 1942, reel 1, ERP
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that it mirrored segregation, Roosevelt denied Bethune’s request
to submit the plan to the president, a rare instance of the first lady’s
refusal to comply with Bethune’s entreaties. The first lady further
maintained that the plan would hinder the opportunity of blacks
working with whites in other industries. She assumed that black
proletarians would be accorded equal job opportunities alongside
white workers.50 The significant accomplishments of the recently
established CIO notwithstanding, such naive assumptions flew in
the face of decades of organized labor’s exclusion of black Americans.
Eleanor Roosevelt’s denial was exceptional; Bethune normally
succeeded in getting her word to the president via the first lady. Although she was regularly accorded personal access to the president,
Bethune revered her friendship with Mrs. Roosevelt and respected
the ideological affiliation they shared. Eleanor Roosevelt was
strongly principled, highly intelligent, and influential in the administration.51 For Bethune, the friendship proved fruitful when coupled with clearly determined and ideologically cohesive economic
and social objectives. Bethune also adroitly recognized that moral
arguments held sway with the first lady. This does not imply that the
friendship between the two women was anything less than sincere.
It was, especially from the perspective of Mary McLeod Bethune.
Bethune generally approached the first lady respectfully, a tactic that reflected Eleanor Roosevelt’s position and was appreciative
of the prevailing social climate between blacks and whites. Writing
of financial troubles at Bethune-Cookman College, Bethune complained to Roosevelt that “people are not giving as freely as they
once did.” She also mentioned the college’s outstanding debt, her
understandable anxiety, and the need to maintain an institution
producing black leaders who would serve the nation and, by implication, Democratic Party interests. Regarding their friendship, Bethune wrote: “I have no apologies to make for the services I am
trying to render the nation, therefore I feel free to come to you
now and ask you to join me in signing an appeal or in any way you
desire, to a few people who are able to help us.” Bethune then

50. Ibid.
51. Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes often attested to the influence of
Eleanor Roosevelt within the New Deal administration. See Harold L. Ickes, The
Secret Diary of Harold L. Ickes: The First Thousand Days 1933-1936 (New York,
1954), passim
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asked the first lady to use her influence with the president to secure his help.52 Bethune’s practice of making no apologies for services rendered the nation, to say nothing of services that
augmented the president’s political aspirations with the black vote,
was an effective tactic.
On some occasions Bethune employed more prosaic methods
with Eleanor Roosevelt. In a letter written during the summer of
1941, Bethune praised the president’s “far-sightedness” in the
realm of race relations and his efforts, as well as the first lady’s, on
behalf of the black race. After comparing FDR’s actions to Lincoln’s, Bethune expressed her concern over a recently created
“five-man board” to investigate racial discrimination in the defense
industry. As no African American had been appointed, Bethune offered the name of a Chicagoan, Earl Dickerson, former president
of the National Bar Association and long-time NAACP director, for
the President’s consideration. Bethune closed by apologizing for
bothering the Roosevelts regarding the appointment but stated
that “many things confront us now that we must work out.“53 Bethune’s combination of deference, flattery, and political pragmatism betrayed a tactical awareness of how to best deal with white
people— even liberal white people.
Bethune recognized the potential benefits to be derived from
federal involvement on behalf of working-class people, especially
black Americans. She was not alone in such recognition. J. R. E.
Lee, President of Florida A. & M. University, attested to the success
of the NYA’s programs by asserting that NYA programs in Tallahassee had “brought several hundred . . . young black men and women
into an atmosphere and environment which gave them an outlook
for the future which they could not have had otherwise.“54 Lee also
indicated that “the benefits of the training . . . received cannot be
too highly estimated.” Similarly, Forrester B. Washington, director
of Atlanta University’s School of Social Work, maintained that NYA
programs allowed needy black youth the chance to realize vocational training.55

52. Mary McLeod Bethune to Eleanor Roosevelt, November 27, 1940, reel 1, ERP.
53. Mary McLeod Bethune to Eleanor Roosevelt, July 10, 1941, 1, ERP.
54. The Negro Community’s Evaluation of the NYA Program, Final Report National
Youth Administration Division of Negro Affairs, box 1, NYA Records.
55. Ibid.
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Praise often proved a powerful weapon. In 1943 Bethune
wrote Eleanor Roosevelt to thank the first lady for her efforts to secure needed funds for Bethune-Cookman College:
I will never get through thanking you for the interest you
are manifesting in me and my efforts, and your willingness
to see through the reasoning of things I am trying to do.
You cannot understand the help that you are giving to the
entire Negro group in this country and the encouragement to all minority groups in the interest you are manifesting in Bethune-Cookman College. Seeds are being
sown that will reap a real harvest as the days go by.56
Such praise was dear to the hearts of many white liberals of the
1930s and 1940s, and Bethune knew this. As sociologist Shelby
Steele has asserted, any form of black protest or expression of black
concern over conditions endured in the white-dominated society,
“flatters white power.“57 If this assumption can be embraced as
problematic, Bethune likely would have agreed with Steele’s contention that “[t]he distinction of race has always been used in
American life to sanction each race’s pursuit of power in relation to
the other.“58 Bethune knew the power that race and a position of racial innocence cast in a moral context could impose. By maintaining a moral posture, by asseverating loyalty, and by promoting
black Americans as the innocent victims of white oppression, Bethune effectively used all the means at her disposal to secure the
most she could from the Roosevelt administration. This does not
imply any false or cynical commitment to FDR’s New Deal. Bethune simply understood where her loyalties lay.
Bethune identified with the basic tenets of the New Deal and
linked her efforts to those of the broader coalition of southern race
liberals. Her synthesis of pragmatism and moral suasion was to a
large degree successful. Her friendship and ideological identification with Eleanor Roosevelt proved vital in the attainment of those
goals. Not only was the first lady a friend, she was also a similarly

56. Mary McLeod Bethune to Eleanor Roosevelt, April 21, 1943, 2, ERP.
57. Shelby Steele, The Content of Our Character: A New Vision of Race in America (New
York, 1990), 4.
58. Ibid., 5.
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committed New Deal reform liberal seeking the improvement of
working-class conditions.
Mary McLeod Bethune’s central concern, like other reform
liberals of the period, was the economic empowerment of the race.
Using the pragmatic philosophy of integrated autonomy, Bethune
demonstrated her activism. She did not, as B. Joyce Ross erroneously argues, pursue a segregationist policy. Bethune understood
the significance of black voters in the New Deal coalition. She correctly identified that her place, and the place of her race, within
the dominant society of the 1930s and 1940s was a place of imposed
deference. Closer to the masses than Du Bois, she could readily
identify with their struggle, a struggle she herself had endured in
her successful battle to build Bethune-Cookman College. She also
identified with the Washingtonian philosophy of social achievement through work, especially through the medium of vocational
education. She differed from Washington and thereby identified
with Du Bois, though, by adopting a more activist approach on behalf of the “talented tenth.” She recognized, however, that not only
her race, but also her sex, tended to thwart her ambitions. In a pervasively racist climate, and despite the rising tide of proletarian activism during the 1930s and 1940s, Bethune adopted her tactics to
circumstances. 59
Speaking on the role of the black woman in American society
at an address before the Chicago Women’s Federation in the summer of 1933, Bethune detailed her strategy for activism undertaken
within a white, male-dominated social structure:
59. The literature examining the rise of working-class activism during the 1930s and
1940s is so extensive that a listing here would exceed the scope of this essay. But
for a sound treatment of the rise of black proletarian consciousness during the
two decades, see Hutchinson, Blacks And Reds; Sitkoff, New Deal For Blacks;
Dominick J. Capeci, Jr. and Martha Wilkerson, Layered Violence: The Detroit Rioters
of 1943 (Jackson, Ms., 1991); Richard M. Dalfiume, Desegregation of the U.S. Armed
Forces: Fighting on Two Fronts, 1939-1953 (Columbia, Mo., 1969); Cheryl Lynn
Greenberg, Or Does It Explode? Black Harlem in the Great Depression (New York,
1991); Earl Lewis, In Their Own Interests: Race, Class, and Power in Twentieth-Century Norfolk, Virginia (Berkeley, 1991); Mark Naison, Communists in Harlem During the Great Depression (Urbana, 1983); Paula F. Pfeffer, A. Philip Randolph,
Pioneer of the Civil Rights Movement (Baton Rouge, 1990); Richard B. Thomas, Life
For Us Is What We Make It: Building Black Community in Detroit, 1915-1945 (Bloomington, 1992); Trotter, Black Milwaukee and Coal, Class, And Color: Blacks in Southern West Virginia, 1915-1932, (Urbana, 1990); and Robert Korstad and Nelson
Lichtenstein, “Opportunities Found and Lost: Labor, Radicals, and the Early
Civil Rights Movement,” Journal of American History 75 (December 1988), 786811.
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By the very force of circumstances, the part she has played
in the progress of the race has been of necessity, to a certain extent, subtle and indirect. She has not always been
permitted a place in the front ranks where she could show
her face and make her voice heard with effect. . . . Much of
her effective work, therefore, has been undercover and
out of sight— the setting up of certain spiritual influences— the injection of certain elements into the backgrounds before which others must work in the open—
important background elements calculated to react in certain fruitful results.60
Throughout her tenure in the Roosevelt administration, Bethune’s influence remained not only evident, but significant. In
White House communications and memos, in personal letters, in inter-departmental correspondence, she remained a consistent topic
of consideration.61 Clearly those working with Bethune in her position as Director of Negro Affairs in FDR’s Black Cabinet saw her as a
new kind of black leader. As one historian of the 1930s described Bethune, “[a]ll who knew her remained a bit in awe of her . . . [and]
none doubted the iron fist inside the velvet glove.“62 Such an estimation accurately reflects the activism inherent in Mary McLeod Bethune’s aim of integrated autonomy for black Americans.

60. Mary McLeod Bethune, “A Century of Progress of Negro Women,” June 30,
1933, box 2, MMBP.
61. For some vivid examples, see Memorandum to the President, November 20,
1940, reel 1; Eleanor Roosevelt to Mary McLeod Bethune, February 26, 1941,
reel 1; Mary McLeod Bethune to Eleanor Roosevelt, March 4, 1941, reel 1; A
Philip Randolph to Mary McLeod Bethune, June 22, 1942, reel 1; Myron C.
Cramer to Malvina Thompson, May 22, 1942, reel 1; and Edwin R. Embree to
Eleanor Roosevelt, March 30, 1943, reel 2, all in ERP. Also see in box 1 of the
NYA Records, Alva Taylor to Mary McLeod Bethune, December 1, 1938; Leila T.
Alexander to Mary McLeod Bethune, November 19, 1938; Jesse O. Thomas to
Mary McLeod Bethune, December 27, 1938; Lester B. Granger to Mary McLeod
Bethune, December 21, 1938; William M. Cooper to Mary McLeod Bethune,
January 6, 1939; and Harold L. Ickes to Mary McLeod Bethune, January 9, 1938.
62. Sitkoff, New Deal For Blacks, 80.
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“So Goes the Negro”:
Race and Labor in Miami, 1940-1963
by E RIC T S C H E S C H L O K

I

recent years, numerous studies have probed connections
between race relations and organized labor in twentieth-century America. Often, these studies have challenged the notion that
the modern civil rights movement began in the wake of the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1954 school desegregation ruling. In their study of
race and labor, for example, Robert Korstad and Nelson Lichtenstein have argued that the civil rights era began in the 1940s with
the mobilization of large numbers of urban, working-class black
Americans. During this period, as the two authors have pointed
out, the “half million black workers who joined unions affiliated
with the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO)” formed the
“vanguard of efforts to transform race relations” in America. Specifically, in examining race-related labor issues in Winston-Salem,
North Carolina, and Detroit, Michigan, Korstad and Lichtenstein
have illustrated— for those communities— the “centrality of mass
unionization in the civil rights struggle.“1
In Miami, Florida, race and labor intersected in many of
the ways outlined by Korstad and Lichtenstein. The city’s AfricanAmerican community entered a period of concerted civil rights acN

Eric Tscheschlok is a doctoral candidate at Auburn University. He would like to
thank Professors J. Wayne Flynt and Larry G. Gerber for their criticism and support of this project.
1. Robert Korstad and Nelson Lichtenstein, “Opportunities Found and Lost:
Labor, Radicals, and the Early Civil Rights Movement,” Journal of American History 75 (December 1988), 786-811, quotations on 787. For additional studies
emphasizing the pre-1954 origins of the civil rights era, see Aldon D. Morris,
The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change
(New York, 1984); Jack M. Bloom, Class, Race, and the Civil Rights Movement
(Bloomington, 1987): Harvard Sitkoff, A New Deal for Blacks: The Emergence of
Civil Rights as a National Issue (New York, 1978); Donald R. McCoy and Richard
T. Reutten, Quest and Response: Minority Rights and the Truman Administration
(Lawrence, Kans., 1973); Richard M. Dalfiume, “The ‘Forgotten Years’of the
Negro Revolution,” Journal of American History 55 (June 1968), 90-106; Peter J.
Kellogg, “Civil Rights Consciousness in the 1940s,” Historian 42 (November
1979), 18-41.

[42]

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol76/iss1/1

48

Society: Florida Historical Quarterly, Volume 76, Number 1

RACE

AND

LABOR

IN

MIAMI, 1940-1963

43

tivism during the 1940s and advocates of biracial unionism figured
prominently in this early drive for social advancement. But unlike
Winston-Salem and Detroit, Miami never experienced a bona fide
labor-based civil rights movement because the drive for interracial
unionism never made great headway in South Florida. For blacks
in Miami and the rest of metropolitan Dade County, the “mass
unionization” to which Korstad and Lichtenstein alluded proved illusory until the 1960s.2
The failure of most of Miami’s interracial labor efforts in the
1940s and 1950s was not for lack of trying on the part of the city’s
black working class. Like African Americans in numerous other
communities, black Miamians aggressively endeavored to organize
themselves into unions during these years. Nevertheless, several
factors combined to frustrate the unionist ambitions of black working people in Miami well into the 1960s.
Foremost among these were the peculiar social and demographic, characteristics of the economy and labor market in Miami
and in Florida generally. These characteristics made unionization,
for whites as well as blacks, a difficult undertaking at best. To begin
with, Florida had the highest degree of ethnic diversity of any
southern state. Florida’s Jewish population, for instance, far and
away outstripped those of the other southern states. Cities like
Tampa and Miami also contained sizeable Hispanic communities.
Similarly, Florida’s black population expanded at an inordinately
swift rate during the first half of the twentieth century. Between
1920 and 1950, the number of blacks increased from 330,000 to
600,000, with the latter figure accounting for 22 percent of the total state population. Most of this increase resulted from the in-migration of blacks from other parts of the South, especially from
neighboring states like Georgia, whose black out-migrants consistently made Florida their destination of choice for the first six decades of the twentieth century.3

2. For a general overview of the civil rights movement in Miami, see Eric
Tscheschlok, “Long Road to Rebellion: Miami’s Liberty City Riot of 1968” (master’s thesis, Florida Atlantic University, 1995), 136-98.
3. Raymond A. Mohl, “The Settlement of Blacks in South Florida,” in Thomas D.
Boswell, ed., South Florida: The Winds of Change (Miami, 1991), 112-22; William E.
Vickery, The Economics of the Negro Migration, 1900-1960 (New York, 1977), 17778; Jerrell H. Shofner, “Florida and the Black Migration,” Florida Historical Quarterly 57 (January 1979), 267-88.
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Southern blacks were not alone in migrating to Florida. After
1920, a steady influx of newcomers from around the country and
globe enabled Florida’s rate of population growth to exceed that of
any other state below the Mason-Dixon line. From labor’s perspective, this constant demographic flux, together with the state’s deepseated racial and ethnic divisions; made Florida a challenging environment for organizing. These factors tended to create a segmented and unsettled labor force that held few prospects for mass
mobilization and demonstrated fewer signs of solidarity. V. O. Key,
Jr., confirmed this situation as late as 1949, noting tersely: “It can4
not be said . . . that [Florida] workers pull together effectively.“
The structure of Florida’s economy, too, acted as a deterrent to
organized labor. Florida contained few industries typical of the industrial-era South. Textile mills, mining operations, and heavy
manufacturing, which proved at least somewhat conducive to
unionization, did not exist in the Sunshine State to any significant
extent. Far more prevalent in Florida were smaller, specialized enterprises, such as Tampa’s cigar-rolling industry. Composed of
skilled cigar-makers, mostly of Latin descent, this industry functioned under conditions not usually considered favorable to industrial unionism. Even Florida’s only substantial manufacturing
enterprises— the shipbuilding operations in Jacksonville, Tampa,
and Pensacola— did not appeal to organized labor as strongly as
did similar heavy industries elsewhere in the South. The transient
nature of the state’s labor force made organizing these industries
unusually difficult, as the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW)
discovered when it sought to organize Florida shipyard workers
during World War I.5
Economically, ethnically, and demographically, therefore, Florida was a southern anomaly. Miami, likewise, was an equally aberrant part of the urban South. Its most distinctive trait was its unique
station as a thoroughly twentieth-century New South city. Though
incorporated in 1896, Miami did not emerge as a bustling urban
4. V. O. Key, Jr., Southern Politics in State and Nation (New York, 1949), 85-86, 100.
5. Durward Long, “Labor Relations in the Tampa Cigar Industry, 1885-1911,”
Labor History 8 (Fall 1971), 551-59; Durward Long, “The Making of Modern
Tampa,” Florida Historical Quarterly 49 (April 1971), 333-45; Gary R. Mormino
and George E. Pozzetta, The Immigrant World of Ybor City: Italians and Their Latin
Neighbors in Tampa, 1885-1985 (Urbana, 1987), 97-141; Wayne Flynt, “Florida
Labor and Political ‘Radicalism,’1919-1920,” Labor History 9 (Winter 1968), 7390.
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center until the 1920s when the city entered a period of phenomenal growth. By 1930 the metropolitan area embraced 142,000 people. By mid-century Greater Miami claimed just under half a
million inhabitants. And only ten years later, the city stood poised
to overtake the one-million mark.6
In addition, Miami eclipsed most southern cities in its degree of
ethnic pluralism. Though only about 20,000 Hispanics, mostly Puerto Ricans, lived in Miami in 1950, the number of Spanish-speaking
residents surpassed 100,000 before the close of the decade. And, of
course, the city’s Latin population mushroomed tremendously amid
the Cuban exile migration of the 1960s. Similarly, Miami was home
to large numbers of immigrants from the Bahamas and other Caribbean islands. Furthermore, Miami’s Jewish community qualified as
the largest in the South. Between 1940 and 1950, the city’s Jewish
population rose from 8,000 to 55,000, reaching 100,000 by 1955.
The city’s African-American community, meanwhile, grew less rapidly than the Jewish or Hispanic populations. Still, the number of
blacks in the Miami metropolitan area almost tripled between 1940
and 1960, totalingjust under 140,000 by the latter year.7
Clearly, the ethnic and demographic patterns that worked to
the disadvantage of organized labor on a statewide level emerged
in Miami as well, but with greater intensity. This held true for the
city’s economic structure, too. In no way did Miami conform to the
industrial patterns characteristic of the rest of the urban South. Miami lacked the steel mills and iron foundries present in Birmingham and Chattanooga. The city contained no tobacco factories as
in Winston-Salem, nor any coal fields as in Kentucky and West Virginia. The textile and paper mills that dotted the landscape of
Georgia and the Carolinas had no equivalents in Dade County. In
sum, Miami boasted little manufacturing of any sort. Instead, the
6. Raymond A. Mohl, “Miami: New Immigrant City,” in Raymond A. Mohl, ed.,
Seaching for the Sunbelt: Historical Perspectives on a Region (Knoxville, 1990), 150.
7. Raymond A. Mohl, “Ethnic Politics in Miami, 1960-1986.” in Randall M. Miller
and George E. Pozzetta, eds., Shades of the Sunbelt: Essays on Ethnicity, Race, and the
Urban South (Westport, Conn., 1988), 144-45; Deborah Dash Moore, “Jewish
Migration to the Sunbelt,” in ibid., 46; Dade County Council on Community
Relations, “Progress Report,” pamphlet (1959?), Records of the Governor's
Advisory Commission on Race Relations, Record Group 100, Series 226, box 8,
Florida State Archives, Tallahassee (hereinafter GACRR Records); Raymond A.
Mohl, “Black Immigrants: Bahamians in Early Twentieth-Century Miami,” Florida Historical Quarterly 65 (January 1987), 271-97; Mohl, “Settlement of Blacks,”
112-22.
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city domiciled scores of small retail firms and tourist-related service
industries.
In significant ways, then, Miami differed from the South’s leading industrial centers. Owing to these differences, the city’s labor
institutions developed during the 1940s along lines unlike those of
many other urban communities, including those studied by
Korstad and Lichtenstein. Miami’s labor movement, while spectacular in some respects, nonetheless lacked the dynamism of labor
activities in both Winston-Salem and Detroit. Consequently, the degree of black participation in Miami’s labor movement, as well as
the effectiveness of labor-oriented black militancy, paled somewhat
in comparison with those two communities, and with many others.
A primary reason for this was that the American Federation of
Labor (AFL) monopolized union operations in Dade County and
throughout Florida. The more radical CIO, which worked best in
the manufacturing industries so scarce in Florida, never gained a
secure foothold in Miami. By the end of the 1930s, in fact, only
1,100 workers in the entire state belonged to CIO organizations as
compared with an AFL union membership of 40,000. During the
1940s, CIO campaigns to establish biracial unions in Miami scored
a few successes, but these proved fleeting. By 1950, the left-leaning,
racially progressive group had faded virtually out of sight in Miami
and in many other areas of the conservative cold war-era South.8
By contrast, AFL organizations proliferated in Miami during
the 1940s and 1950s. The spread of AFL unionism generally
opened few doors for Miami’s black workers, however, since the
AFL permitted its local units wide latitude in regulating their affairs. In race-conscious southern cities like Miami, this policy all
but ensured exclusionary and unequal treatment of African Americans by labor organizations. As Wayne Flynt states, “the AFL by
guaranteeing its unions local autonomy acquiesced to racial discrimination.“9 In short, AFL predominance in Dade County meant
8. Gilbert J. Gall. “Southern Industrial Workers and Anti-Union Sentiment: Arkansas and Florida in 1944,” in Robert H. Zieger, ed., Organized Labor in the Twentieth-Century South (Knoxville, 1991), 232. For the CIO and the South, see Barbara
S. Griffith, The Crisis of American Labor: Operation Dixie and the Defeat of the CIO
(Philadelphia, 1988); Walter Galenson, The CIO Challenge to the AFL: A History of
the American Labor Movement, 1935-1941 (Cambridge, Mass., 1960); Robert H.
Zieger, The CIO, 1935-1955 (Chapel Hill, 1995); Sumner Rosen, “The CIO Era,
1935-1955,” in Julius Jacobson, ed., The Negro in the American Labor Movement
(Garden City, N.Y., 1968), 188-208.
9. J. Wayne Flynt, “The New Deal and Southern Labor,” in James C. Cobb and
Michael V. Namorato, eds., The New Deal and the South (Jackson, 1984), 85.
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that local unions clung stubbornly to the color line long after barriers of racial inequity began to fall in other social spheres.
Of course, Miami’s black community had known labor discrimination long before the 1940s. Since the city’s incorporation in 1896,
Miami mirrored the rest of the Jim Crow South in embracing a protocol of labor relations that limited craft and employment opportunities for African Americans. By the 1920s, municipal ordinances
prohibited African-American craftsmen from plying trades in white
areas of the city. Local authorities continued to enforce these strictures as late as the 1940s. Many blacks did work in white communities, but in domestic or manual-labor capacities only. As one field
agent for the Commission on Interracial Cooperation observed in
the 1930s, Miami blacks were not “allowed to come into [the] white
part of [the] business section unless in some servile capacity.“10
Black workers found little solace in organized labor, as trade
unions invariably excluded them. At the same time, though, the
scope of unionism in Dade County was negligible prior to 1940.
Unions existed in Miami, but the city was a far less fertile ground
for labor activities than other urban areas in Florida. In industrial
shipping centers like Jacksonville, Tampa, and Pensacola, labor
unions enjoyed some success in the first half of the century.11 But
until the 1940s Miami’s economy revolved principally around tourism and thus did not lend itself to the labor-intensive fields that experienced mass unionization in other metropolitan communities.
Changing economic patterns, triggered in part by the onset of
World War II, altered this situation in the 1940s as Miami became a
more industrialized and economically diverse metropolis. Around
1940, for instance, commercial aviation emerged as a major growth
industry in Miami, which soon served as the main hub for Eastern
and Delta Airlines and Pan American Airways. Military operations in
Miami resulted in improved and expanded aviation facilities, which
10. Paul S. George, “Colored Town: Miami’s Black Community, 1896-1930,” Florida
Historical Quarterly 56 (April 1975), 432-47; Lorenzo J. Greene and Carter G.
Woodson, The Negro Wage Earner (Washington, D.C., 1930), 323; Dade County
District Welfare Board No. 9, “Monthly Report on Defense Developments, MayJune 1942,” typescript, Part 1, Series 6, box 56, National Urban League Papers,
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; L. R. Reynolds, “Florida Trip— Feb. 1-8,
1981.” typescript, reel 45, Papers of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation, microfilm edition.
11. For organized labor activities in Florida cities before 1940, see Wayne Flynt,
“Pensacola Labor Problems and Political Radicalism, 1908,” Florida Historical
Quarterly 43 (April 1965), 315-32; Flynt, “Florida Labor and Political ‘Radicalism,’ 73-90.
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helped the city become a gateway for civil air travel after the war.
Wartime activities also spurred the growth of Miami’s once-minuscule manufacturing sector. In 1940, only 3,600 Miamians, or roughly
three percent of the local workforce, held factory jobs. A decade
later, nearly 15,000 operatives worked in manufacturing capacities,
which by then included new war-inspired industries like shipbuilding. Manufacturing expanded further during the 1950s so that by
1959 Miami’s industrial sector claimed almost 40,000 employees,
who accounted for about 13 percent of the total labor force.12
As Miami underwent the transformations incidental to industrial growth, a budding labor movement took shape. The same was
true for other cities as well. As David Brody has argued, the New
Deal labor relations legislation of the 1930s combined with wartime prosperity and soaring employment rates in the 1940s to create both a legal framework and a social setting conducive to
workplace-oriented militancy and mass unionization in industrial
regions throughout the country. Miami felt the impact of these developments in the early 1940s when the city’s emerging proletariat
began demanding a greater collective voice within Miami’s workplaces. The pervasiveness of local unionist sentiment became evident in 1943 and 1944, when Florida’s attorney general led a rightto-work crusade against closed-shop labor contracts. In a statewide
referendum in 1944, Dade County’s electorate voted in favor of
union security and against the open-shop proposition.13 Though
the right-to-work forces ultimately prevailed, the referendum signaled the strength of Miami’s wartime labor movement.
The wartime unionization of the city’s workforce remained
largely racially exclusive, however. The AFL dominated labor organization in these years, and with few exceptions AFL unions made
obeisance to the prescripts of Jim Crow. Nonetheless, black working people challenged the system of exclusion. The 1940s brought
a heightened awareness of civil rights and civil liberties issues to
black communities throughout America, and black Miamians
12. Raymond A. Mohl, “Changing Economic Patterns in the Miami Metropolitan
Area, 1940-1980,” Tequesta: The Journal of the Historical Association of Southern Florida 42 (1982), 63-73; Gall, “Southern Industrial Workers,” 227.
13. David Brody, “Labor and the Great Depression: The Interpretive Prospects,”
Labor History 13 (Spring 1972), 231-44. Other scholars have also emphasized the
war’s decisive impact upon organized labor, especially in the South. See Flynt,
“The New Deal and Southern Labor,” 68-72, and F. Ray Marshall, Labor in the
South (Cambridge, Mass., 1967); Gall, “Southern Industrial Workers,” 228-36.
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aimed to let the labor establishment know it. Hence, African-American workers fought to gain union membership, struggling collectively for what Korstad and Lichtenstein have called “the industrial
‘citizenship’that union contracts offered once-marginal elements
of the working class.14 These efforts, often backed by the CIO, and
in one noteworthy instance by the AFL, produced some impressive
successes. By the same token, though, these successes generally
proved impermanent.
The first large-scale organization of black workers in Miami
took place in the early 1940s in the commercial laundry industry,
and it occurred under the auspices of the AFL. Spearheading this
drive was James Nimmo, a black Bahamian immigrant and member
of Florida’s Communist Party (CP) who boasted a long history of
civil militancy. During the 1920s Nimmo served prominently in the
Miami division of Marcus Garvey’s black nationalist organization,
the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) , which enjoyed widespread support within the city’s large Bahamian enclave.
Nimmo’s efforts to unionize black laundry and dry cleaning workers in the 1940s were highly effective. The new union did not, however, symbolize a titanic triumph over AFL racial bias. Like the
laundry industry as a whole, the union was almost totally black and,
hence, segregated de facto. Still, unionization certainly enhanced
economic and occupational opportunities for hundreds of AfricanAmerican workers. Moreover, the success of Nimmo’s efforts made
Miami one of only four Deep South cities in which the AFL Laundry Workers Union was able to set up shop by the mid-1940s.15
CIO representatives also had some brief success organizing
black workers in the Miami area. During the war years, Dade
14. Korstad and Lichtenstein, “Opportunities Found and Lost,” 787.
15. “Testimony of James Nimmo,” Dade County Grand Jury, Investigation into Communistic Activities in Miami, Florida, October 27-28, 1954, Papers of the Florida
Legislative Investigation Commission, Record Group 940, Series 1486, box 6,
Florida State Archives, Tallahassee (hereinafter FLIC Papers); “Testimony of
James Nimmo,” U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Un-American
Activities (HUAC), Investigation of Communist Activities in the State of Florida,
November 29-December 1, 1954 (Washington, D.C., 1955), 7426-48; “Testimony
of Edwin E. Waller,” in ibid., 7306-307; Raymond A. Mohl, “‘South of the
South’? Jews, Blacks, and the Civil Rights Movement in Miami, 1945-1960,”
forthcoming in Journal of American Ethnic History. For the UNIA in Miami, see
Robert A. Hill, ed., The Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement Association
Papers, 7 vols. (Berkeley, 1983-1990), Vol. 3, 513-15,656-57, Vol. 6, 594-95, Vol. 7,
124, 133-34, 141-42, 166-71; Herbert R. Northrup, Organized Labor and the Negro
(New York, 1944), 134.
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County’s Local 59 of the CIO Shipbuilders Union flourished as an
interracial body. The union’s regional director took special note of
“the tremendous success of [the] organization among the Miami
Negro workers.” Biracial organizing continued in the late 1940s
under the direction of the CIO-affiliated Transport Workers Union
(TWU), a New York-based outfit seeking to expand nationally. In
this endeavor the TWU enlisted the aid of Florida CIO director
Charles Smolikoff, who once managed Local 59 of the Shipbuilders Union.16 According to a 1955 state investigation, Smolikoff was
also “the leading Communist in the Miami area” during the 1940s.
In hearings before the U.S. House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) in 1954, several local CP members corroborated
this claim, with one commenting that Smolikoff proudly styled
himself “to the left of left.“17
About the time World War II ended, the TWU hired Smolikoff
and a handful of local labor activists, including James Nimmo, to
organize workers in Miami’s aviation industry. By 1946 this team
succeeded in forming a racially integrated union— TWU Local
500— from employees at Pan American Airways and Eastern Airlines.18 Black air transport workers proved avid backers of the
union movement. Lou Popps, a black Pan Am cargo porter and
TWU shop steward, recalled that he and his colleagues joined the
union to combat unequal employment practices. The airline, for
instance, provided air-conditioned, terrazzo-floored dining areas
for its white personnel, while black workers ate in the lounge
16. William Smith to Thomas J. Gallagher, November 18, 1943, Series 5, box 102,
Archives of the Industrial Union of Marine and Shipbuilding Workers of America, Historical Manuscripts and Archives Department, University of Maryland,
College Park (hereinafter IUMSWA Archives); “Testimony of Charles Smolikoff,” Dade County Grand Jury Investigation, Miami, Florida, June 25, 1954,
box 6, FLIC Papers; Joshua B. Freeman, In Transit: The Transport Workers Union
in New York City, 1933-1966 (New York, 1989), 261.
17. Ellis S. Rubin, Report on Investigation of Subversive Activities in Florida by the Special
Assistant Attorney General, State of Florida, in Cooperation with the American Legion,
Department of Florida (Tallahassee, 1955), 32; “Testimony of Louis James Popps,”
in HUAC, Investigation of Communist Activities in the State of Florida, 7398; “Testimony of Edwin E. Waller,” in ibid., 7296-97, 7313.
18. Charles Smolikoff to Douglas L. MacMahon, May 9, June 1, September 1, 1946;
Charles Smolikoff to Art Shields, (1946?), all in Local 500 file, Papers of the
Transport Workers Union of America, Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New
York University, New York City (hereinafter TWU Papers); Freeman, In Transit,
261; “Testimony of Charles Smolikoff;” “Testimony of James Nimmo,” box 6,
FLIC Papers; Rubin, Report on Investigation of Subversive Activities in Florida, 30-45;
Miami Herald, August 6, 1946.
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kitchen under “pretty poor conditions.” With a view toward eradicating shop-floor inequality, then, Popps and his African-American
co-workers became the union’s most vocal advocates.19
By 1948, however, CIO organizing drives began to encounter
serious resistance. Like interracial labor campaigns and radical
civil liberties causes nationwide, those in Miami suffered devastating setbacks amid the conservative political and racial atmosphere
of the early cold war years. Throughout the country, anticommunist partisans questioned the patriotism of almost any human
rights, labor, or left-liberal association that voiced dissatisfaction
with the status quo. This was especially true in the South, where
conservative segregationists cloaked themselves behind a thick veneer of “Americanism” while denouncing civil rights coalitions and
militant labor brotherhoods as subversive torchbearers of Stalinism. To southern votaries of McCarthyism, the line between social
activism and socialism was not fine, but invisible.20
Cold war politics in Florida conformed to this paradigm, as evidenced during the state’s 1950 U.S. Senate race. The contest pitted veteran New Dealer Claude Pepper against fellow Miamian
George A. Smathers. Pepper had been popular among Florida voters since the 1930s. By the late 1940s however, Pepper’s recent appeals for close U.S.-Soviet relations alienated him from the state’s
red-scared electorate.21 Smathers, meanwhile, exploited popular
anxieties to perfection. His political expressions, according to one
scholar, were “weighted with bigotry and with fanatically misleading patriotism,” not to mention considerable antipathy for union19. “Testimony of Louis James Popps,” in HUAC, Investigation of Communist Activities
in the State of Florida, 7398-99.
20. For right-wing attacks on leftist and civil rights groups during the McCarthy Era,
see Fred J. Cook, The Nightmare Decade (New York, 1971); Richard M. Fried,
Nightmare in Red: The McCarthy Era in Perspective (New York, 1990); Wilson
Record, Race and Radicalism: The NAACP and the Communist Party in Conflict (Ithaca, 1964); Harvey A. Levenstein, Communism, Anticommunism, and the CIO
(Westport, Conn., 1981); Gerald Horne, Communist Front? The Civil Rights Congress, 1946-1956 (Cranbury, N.J., 1988). For the South specifically, see Numan V.
Bartley, The Rise of Massive Resistance: Race and Politics in the South During the 1950s
(Baton Rouge, 1969), 170-89; American Jewish Congress, Assault upon Freedom of
Association: The Southern Attack on the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (New York, 1957); Irwin Klibaner, “The Travail of Southern Radicals: The Southern Conference Education Fund,” Journal of Southern History 49
(February 1983), 179-202; Thomas A. Krueger, And Promises to Keep: The Southern
Conference for Human Welfare (Nashville, 1967).
21. James C. Clark, “Claude Pepper and the Seeds of His 1950 Defeat, 1944-1948,”
Florida Historical Quarterly 74 (Summer 1995), 1-22.
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ism. Thus, during the campaign Smathers cursed a CIO-sponsored
black voter-registration drive in Florida as a “dangerous invasion of
carpetbaggers.” He also blasted Pepper as a Russian sympathizer
who was soft on the race question. The election results revealed a
great deal about public sentiment in postwar Florida. Despite overwhelming pro-Pepper support from organized labor, Florida leftwingers, and the state’s large, liberal Jewish population, Smathers
won the Senate seat with ease. As one author has remarked, Florida’s white masses solidly backed Smathers’s “nigger- and red-baiting” campaign against Pepper.22
The conservative, anticommunist ethos pervaded Dade
County as well. Of course, many Americans envisioned Miami as a
liberal hotbed, a cosmopolitan playground for transplanted Yankees and foreign tourists. In 1958, the national director of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) expressed a nationwide
assumption when he billed Miami as “not so intolerant as most cities of the Deep South.“23 This assessment fell short of reality, however. Investigative journalist Stetson Kennedy probably came closer
to the mark in 1951 when he dubbed Miami an “anteroom to Fascism.” White civil rights activist Ruth Perry painted a similar picture
in 1957, observing that Miami had “an appearance of more liberality and freedom than actually exists.“24
The McCarthyite spirit was therefore more virulent in Miami
than most Americans would have imagined. During hearings in
1948, for example, Dade County solicitors displayed indifference
toward death threats made against suspected radicals, but grew
irate when witnesses did not supply information regarding Communist infiltration of the local garment industry. Moreover, biracial
CIO activities attracted considerable attention from white-supremacist groups like the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). Having served mainly to
intimidate suffrage-minded blacks and to enforce the residential
color line during the 1930s and early 1940s, the Miami Klan ex-

22. Robert Sherrill, Gothic Politics in the Deep South: Stars of the New Confederacy (New
York, 1968), 136-73, quotations on 137 and 150; Morton Sosna, In Search of the
Silent South: Southern Liberals and the Race Issue (New York, 1977), 165.
23. James R. Robinson to Mrs. Phillip Stern, October 13, 1958, Series 5, reel 19,
Papers of the Congress of Racial Equality, microfilm edition (hereinafter CORE
Papers).
24. Stetson Kennedy, “Miami: Anteroom to Fascism,” The Nation 173 (December 22,
1951), 546-47; Ruth W. Perry, “Along Freedom’s Road,” Miami Times, June 15,
1957.
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panded its repertoire in postwar years to include harassing advocates of interracial unionism. Once in 1948, in fact, white-robed
Klansmen paid an intimidating visit to Charlie Smolikoff’s home.25
Miami police, meanwhile, hounded local radicals incessantly.
In 1943, the city’s police chief personally arrested Smolikoff for a
vehicle inspection infraction, admitting that the arrest came in response to white complaints about Smolikoff’s organizing of ship
building workers “in the negro section.” Such harassment
increased in postwar years, when police targeted CIO organizers as
fifth-column subversives. In 1948, Miami lawmen raided the homes
of a few local CP members, sometimes without warrants. At the
same time, the Miami Daily News directed a battery of vicious redbaiting exposes against Smolikoff and the TWU. Writing for the
Daily Worker, the official organ of the CP of America, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn impugned this “gutter journalism” as a “lynch campaign”
directed against the forces of progressive change.26 Yet, Flynn was
too generous in her assessment of the “progressive” TWU. At that
moment the union’s national leadership was veering noticeably to
the right of its original radical moorings. Like many labor groups at
this time, the TWU yielded to McCarthyite pressure and attempted
to demonstrate its national loyalty by purging its ranks of known
Communists. Hence, in 1948 the TWU fired Smolikoff and his
team of organizers.27 This action left Miami’s interracial union
25. Daily Worker, March 3, April 13, 1948; Freeman, In Transit, 294. For Klan
attempts to intimidate black voters, see Alonzo P. Holly to Walter White, June 8,
July 13, 1932, Part 4, Series C, reel 1, Papers of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, microfilm edition (hereinafter NAACP
Papers); “Miami Klan Tries to Scare Negro Vote,” Life (May 15, 1939), 27; Miami
Herald, May 3, 1939; Ralph J. Bunche, The Political Status of the Negro in the Age of
FDR, ed. Dewey W. Grantham (Chicago, 1973), 199-200, 307-309, 451-52. For
Klan efforts to maintain residential segregation, see Pittsburgh Courier, August
11, November 17, 1945, February 23, 1946, November 15, 1947. The Pittsburgh
Courier was a black-run newspaper whose Florida edition offered extensive coverage of events in Miami and enjoyed wide circulation within Dade County’s
black community. Sam B. Solomon to Millard F. Caldwell, November 3, 1945,
telegram; Wesley E. Garrison to Millard Caldwell, May 4, 1946, both in Millard
Fillmore Caldwell Papers, Record Group 102, Series 576, box 18, Florida State
Archives, Tallahassee (hereinafter Caldwell Papers).
26. Miami Herald news clipping, (March 1943?), Series 5, box 102, IUMSWA
Archives; Bella Fisher to Civil Rights Congress, July 26, 1948, Part 2, reel 24,
Papers of the Civil Rights Congress, microfilm edition (hereinafter CRC
Papers); Miami Daily News, February 17-19, 22, 24, March 6, 11, 1948; Daily
Worker, March 3, 1948.
27. Freeman, In Transit, 294-317; “Testimony of James Nimmo,” in HUAC, Investigation of Communist Activities in the State of Florida, 7443-44.
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movement without an institutional base. Consequently, the movement collapsed almost immediately.
More than anticommunism led to the failure of CIO initiatives
in Miami, however. For one thing, the structure of the local business economy hampered CIO attempts to effect industry-wide
unionization. As F. Ray Marshall has illustrated, the low-skill, smallfirm nature of Southern industry served as a stumbling block to organizing efforts throughout Dixie. The same was true in Miami,
where manufacturing in the 1940s and 1950s remained the province of small plants that produced simple wares with a low-wage labor force. Moreover, by 1950 only 9.4 percent of the metropolitan
workforce— less than 15,000 people— worked in industrial fields
that the CIO would have likely considered within its operational
purview. Though this level of industrial employment represented a
threefold increase over prewar levels, the city’s postwar industrial
workforce was still comparatively small. The CIO, therefore, whose
business strategy revolved around industrial unionism rather than
AFL-style trade unionism, tread upon shaky ground in Miami from
the start.28
Racial controversy within the CIO also blunted the group’s effectiveness. Despite the CIO’s egalitarian preachments, there was
in Miami some discrepancy between theory and practice in this regard. In 1943, a representative of the Shipbuilders Union flatly declared that the CIO’s national anti-discrimination plank should be
put aside when confronting touchy racial issues. Too vigorous a
push for black rights, this official believed, would cause white workers to boycott the union, thereby undermining its bargaining
power. Other unions took similar precautions. Most obviously, the
CIO union hall was reserved for whites only, Black union meetings
took place in “Colored Town.” McCarthyite assaults precipitated
further vacillation on racial-advancement issues. One Jewish radical repined in 1949 that CIO-baiting in Miami caused “a general
slackening of the fight for Negro rights within the progressive
T.W.U. union.” CIO tolerance of Jim Crow led to friction between
white and black labor activists. Lou Popps, for instance, rebuked lo-

28. Marshall, Labor in the South; Mohl, “Changing Economic Patterns,” 66.
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cal TWU leadership for its “wishy-washy” stand against segregation
and inequality in the city’s airline industries.29
James Nimmo levied similar criticisms. Though himself a Communist, Nimmo believed white CIO organizers overzealously promoted the Communist agenda at the expense of union welfare, not
to mention black aspirations for workplace equality. Charlie Smolikoff, for example, repeatedly chided Nimmo for failing to recruit
black CP members from the AFL Laundry Workers Union. Nimmo,
however, refused to court disaster by preaching communism in an
AFL union. He also understood that black workers supported
unionism, not for abstract ideological reasons, but for the promise
of job security and better working conditions. From Nimmo’s perspective, Smolikoff seemed “all interested in building the Communist Party,” but less concerned about racial issues and general
business matters affecting local unions.30
Similarly, Nimmo detected patterns of racial stratification
within the CP itself. Though a member of the CP’s executive city
committee, Nimmo found himself excluded from many of the
committee’s closed-door meetings, summoned “only when . . .
needed” for “discussions on Negro problems.” When Elizabeth
Gurley Flynn came to town in 1948 to meet with local party chieftains, Nimmo knew nothing of the visit until the next day-when
he read about it in the Miami Daily News. Small wonder, then, that
Nimmo believed the city’s white leftists merely “played up” the
theme of racial justice in order to “gain the sympathy of the Negroes to draw them into the party.“31
The persistence of racial inequity in Miami’s Left-led labor
movement conformed to a pattern common in many southern cities. Recently, in studying labor activities in Birmingham’s iron and
steel industries, Robert J. Norrell has determined that the (CIO’s
egalitarian rhetoric was just that. Michael Honey has reached simi29. William Smith to Thomas J. Gallagher, November 18, 1943, Series 5, box 102,
IUMSWA Archives; Bobby Graff to William L. Patterson, August 17, 1949, Part
2, reel 24, CRC Papers; “Testimony of James Nimmo,” in HUAC, Investigation of
Communist Activities in the State of Florida, 7436; “Testimony of Louis James
Popps,” in ibid., 7398.
30. “Testimony of James Nimmo, ” in HUAC, Investigation of Communist Activities in
the State of Florida, 7437, 7440-41.
31. “Testimony of James Nimmo, ” in HUAC, Investigation of Communist Activities in
the State of Florida, 7442-45; Daily Worker, March 3, 5, 1948; Miami Daily News, February 17-19, 22, 24, March 6, 11, 1948.
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lar conclusions regarding CIO operations in Memphis. According
to him, “the South’s racial etiquette remained firmly in place in
most CIO unions” in Memphis, where “racial divisions remained a
potent source of [union] conflict, controversy, and weakness.” For
these scholars the CIO’s equivocation on the race question contributed largely to that group’s inability to organize Southern industrial workers on any grand scale. They certainly depict the CIO in a
far less progressive light than do Korstad and Lichtenstein in their
examination of the CIO in Winston-Salem.32
Critics of Honey and Norrell argue that the two historians underestimate the obstacles facing the CIO in the South. Aside from
right-wing repression and handicaps involving the structure of
southern industry, the CIO confronted a white culture overwhelmingly united in its defense of the existing racial order. According to
these critics, the pressure of this massive resistance, rather than any
hypocritical conservatism of the CIO, accounted for accommodationist Jim Crowism in southern CIO unions. As Judith Stein states
in her study of labor in Birmingham, “the wide gap between union
principles . . . and attitudes prevailing in the surrounding city, diluted practice.” Likewise, Rick Halpern has shown that in Fort
Worth’s packinghouse industry the CIO fought earnestly for black
shop-floor rights, while declining to challenge southern racial conventions outside the workplace as a simple matter of survival. These
studies suggest that Honey and Norrell misjudge the extent to
which the CIO could have realistically won civil rights for southern
blacks. Popular opposition to black social progress, not the policies
of unions themselves, explained the temporary condition of interracial unionism in Dixie.33
On a related note, some historians have pointed out that the
practice of racial separatism did not cost unions black support.
Bruce Nelson, for example, has found that black shipyard workers
32. Robert J. Norrell, “Caste in Steel: Jim Crow Careers in Birmingham, Alabama,”
Journal of American History 73 (December 1986), 669-94; Michael Honey, “Industrial Unionism and Racial Justice in Memphis, ” in Zieger, ed., Organized Labor in
the Twentieth-Century South, 135-57, quotations on 146 and 147; Michael Honey,
Southern Labor and Black Civil Rights: Organizing Memphis Workers (Urbana, 1993).
33. Judith Stein, “Southern Workers in National Unions: Birmingham Steelworkers,
1936-1951,” in Zieger, ed., Organized Labor in the Twentieth-Century South, 183-222,
quotation on 195; Rick Halpern, “Interracial Unionism in the Southwest: Fort
Worth’s Packinghouse Workers, 1937-1954,” in ibid., 158-82. See also Alan
Draper, Conflict of Interests: Organized Labor and the Civil Rights Movement, 19541968 (Ithaca, 1994), 9-14.
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in New Orleans and Mobile continued to back the CIO Longshoremen’s Union despite its acquiescence to discrimination because
they saw unionism as a source of benefits previously unattainable.
Given this fact, Alan Draper has suggested that the CIO’s equivocation on race represented an “astute” course of self-preservation in
the race-conscious South. At any rate, Nelson and Draper, like
Halpern and Stein, have exonerated the CIO from culpability for
its failings in the South.34
The foregoing arguments shed some light on the CIO situation in Miami. As mentioned earlier, the structure of the economy
and the city’s unique ethnic mixture provided a less-than-ideal setting for industrial unionism. Clearly, attacks from the political
Right proved detrimental as well. Also, like CIO leaders elsewhere,
those in Miami feared that strong agitation for racial equality
would result in charges of “nigger unionism” by working-class
whites. Further, black Miamians, like African Americans in other
communities, supported the union movement despite its meek
stance on civil rights. Even James Nimmo admitted that most black
workers thought the CIO and CP were “doing a great job in assisting the Negroes.“35
Nevertheless, the racial policies of Miami’s CIO had a more
damaging impact than Draper and like-minded scholars acknowledge. As the objections raised by Nimmo and Lou Popps plainly illustrate, CIO ambivalence on racial matters caused disaffection
among Miami’s leading black labor organizers. This dissension
scarcely aided the cause of interracial unionism. Moreover, CIO accommodation to Jim Crow divested its organizing activities of the
committed moral vision needed to sustain a true social movement.
Thus, as Honey and Norrell conclude in their studies of Memphis
and Birmingham, CIO organizations in Miami indeed bore a share
of the responsibility for their own failings. That no union-anchored
civil rights movement emerged in Miami during the 1940s was, at
least in part, a consequence of labor’s own volition.
34. Bruce Nelson, “Class and Race in the Crescent City: The ILWU from San Francisco to New Orleans,” in Steven Rosswurm, ed., The CIO's Left-Led Unions (New
Brunswick, N.J., 1992), 19-45; Draper, Conflict of Interests, 12. See also Alan
Draper, “New Southern Labor History Revisited: The Success of the Mine, Mill,
and Smelters Union in Birmingham, 1934-1938,” Journal of Southern History 62
(February 1996), 87-108.
35. “Testimony of James Nimmo, ” in HUAC, Investigation of Communist Activities in
the State of Florida, 7441.
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The course followed by local CIO organizers after their dismissal from the TWU further illustrates this point. For a brief period, Smolikoff, Nimmo, and their circle of associates attempted to
continue their biracial organizing activities from within the ranks
of Miami’s newly founded chapter of the Civil Rights Congress
(CRC). This organization sprang into national existence in 1946
through the merger of three agencies that promoted racial equality, labor rights, and civil liberties: the National Negro Congress,
the International Labor Defense, and the National Federation for
Constitutional Liberties. Miami’s CRC branch came into being in
1948, when several local Jewish radicals organized the chapter in
response to conservative assaults upon Miami’s leftist community.36
A composite of militant blacks, labor rights advocates, and leftwing and predominantly female Jews, the local CRC employed a variety of interracial mass-action tactics to call public attention to the
ignominy of Jim Crow in Miami. The group’s CIO contingent
worked mainly in the area of black labor rights, challenging the exclusionary policies of AFL unions and seeking to form new biracial
labor organizations. Thus, by 1950, the CRC established a Greater
Miami Right to Work Committee to combat racially restrictive labor practices, especially in local construction industries, which employed a large segment of Miami’s African-American workforce.37
These efforts stalled at times, however, as the CRC experienced
the same racial cleavage that earlier rent CIO and CP leadership.
To the dismay of CRC coordinator Matilda “Bobby” Graff, most of
the group’s labor activists refused to link their “fight in the shops”
with the broader “political struggle for civil rights.” The old CIO organizers worked to unionize black laborers but, once again, demonstrated little commitment to the overall theme of race
advancement. This was telling, as Smolikoff and his band no longer
answered to cautious union bosses anxious over political flak and
potential white backlash. Instead, they belonged to an organization
whose avowed purpose was to sustain a massive, labor-oriented civil
36. Gerald Horne, Communist Front? 13-36; Lawrence S. Wittner, “The National
Negro Congress: A Reassessment,” American Quarterly 22 (Winter 1970), 883901; Charles H. Martin, “The International Labor Defense and Black America,”
Labor History 26 (Spring 1985), 165-94; Bella Fisher to Civil Rights Congress, July
26, 1948, Part 2, reel 24, CRC Papers; Mohl, “‘South of the South’?”
37. Bella Fisher to Len Goldsmith, December 16, 1948; William L. Patterson to
Bobby Graff, August 13, October 4, 1949; Bobby Graff to William L. Patterson,
August 17, December 12, 1949; Greater Miami Right to Work Committee, “An
Appeal to Reason,” mimeographed bulletin (1950?), all in Part 2, reel 24, CRC
Papers; Pittsburgh Courier, December 25, 1949; Mohl, “‘South of the South’?”
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rights movement. Yet, they balked at this mission, which led to disputes with some CRC Jews, like Graff, and black activists, like
Nimmo. National CRC leaders were equally displeased. In a letter
to Nimmo, the director of CRC branches recommended greater efforts to carry the movement to “Negro working people” and their
white working-class allies-something that Smolikoff’s CP-CIO coterie had clearly failed to do.38
CRC hopes for a joint labor-civil rights movement held no real
prospects for success, however, as the organization received a swift
deathblow from the political Right. On account of the group’s pronounced interracialism and commitment to civil equality, the CRC
was from its inception a constant target of harassment and repression by the KKK and the Miami police. Owing to its radical slant and
to the Communist tendencies of its pro-labor elements, the CRC
also fell victim to the right-wing political demagoguery of the early
cold war era. Conservative officeholders, reactionary civic clubs, and
a hyperpatriotic press all attacked the CRC as a Communist-front organization, putting the group on the defensive and undermining its
effectiveness. This “hysterical baiting,” as Bobby Graff called it, exacted a heavy toll, By mid-1950, Graff could report that right-wing
segregationist interests had driven her group into oblivion.39
The destruction of the CRC marked the end of the radical-led
drive for biracial unionism in Miami. AFL unions reclaimed their
hegemony, trampling the unionist aspirations of most African
Americans. During the McCarthy era, in fact, the city’s conservative
leadership accorded flag-waving AFL organizations carte blanche
to tighten racial controls. In the early 1950s, therefore, union officials were allowed to dictate the curricula of black vocational
schools in Dade County. Predictably, labor leaders compelled these
schools to offer training in traditional “colored” trades only, so that
black graduates could not compete in white-dominated fie1ds.40
Gross racial proscription in local building trades typified the
difficulties would-be black unionists faced in Miami during the
1950s. Throughout the first half of the decade, not a single construction-related union admitted black applicants, no matter how
38. Bobby Graff to William L. Patterson, March 31, August 17, 1949; Milton Wolff to
James Nimmo, March 3, 1950, Part 2, reel 24, CRC Papers.
39. Bobby Graff to Leon Josephson, March 4, 1949; Bobby Graff to William L.
Patterson, March 31, August 17, 1949, May 4, 1950, all in Part 2, reel 24, CRC
Papers; Miami Daily News, March 16, 1949; Mohl, “‘South of the South’?“;
Horne, Communist Front? 190-95, 252, 257.
40. Warren M. Banner, An Appraisal of Progress, 1943-1953 (New York, 1953), 63.
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highly qualified. This left black craftsmen, who were determined to
work as skilled mechanics in Miami despite color bars, with little recourse but to form their own unions. By the mid-1950s, therefore,
black plumbers, electricians, carpenters, painters, stonemasons,
roofers, hod carriers, and other building tradesmen had all formed
their own unions. Generally, these organizations served as segregated auxiliaries of the regular all-white unions.41
These Jim Crow unions had difficulty conducting business. Discriminatory hiring hall practices, for instance, limited the scope of
employment for African-American unionists. Invariably, white
union bosses enforced “gentlemen’s agreements” restricting black
operatives to job sites in “colored” districts while reserving all work
in white areas for whites, During the mid-1950s union managers violated these covenants whenever business in white areas tapered
off, however, “furloughing” black artisans so that out-of-work whites
could find employment in black neighborhoods. Under these circumstances, noted local NAACP counsel Howard W. Dixon in 1954,
black tradesmen received only “a modicum of work.“42
Black unionists encountered other roadblocks. Since Jim Crow
locals were not chartered by the AFL, they offered black workers
only second-class membership status. Workmen in “colored” auxiliaries paid union dues to the main local, but they seldom received
voting rights or other privileges that AFL labor contracts secured
for white union members. Furthermore, not one of Miami’s segregated unions allowed its black members to receive apprenticeship
training, effectively denying them access to the craft opportunities
and vocational instruction that prepared white operatives for career advancement.43

41. Howard W. Dixon to Herbert Hill, March 25, 1954, Part 13, Series A, reel 3,
NAACP Papers; Florida Council on Human Relations, “Negro Employment in
Miami,” New South 17 (May 1962), 8.
42. Howard W. Dixon to Herbert Hill, March 25, 1954, April 22, 1955, Part 13,
Series A, reel 3; Herbert Hill to Boris Shishkin, June 7, 1954, Part 13, Series A,
reel 11, NAACP Papers; Florida Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on
Civil Rights, Report on Florida: Constitutional Principle vs. Community Practice, A Survey of the Gap in Florida (Washington, D.C., 1963), 24-26, 40.
43. Greater Miami Right to Work Committee, “An Appeal to Reason,” Part 2, reel
24, CRC Papers; Howard W. Dixon to Herbert Hill April 15, 19, 1954; Herbert
Hill to Howard W. Dixon, May 28, 1954, all in Part 13, Series A, reel 3, NAACP
Papers; Florida Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights,
Report on Florida, 24-26.
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Black building tradesmen did not accept such discrimination
passively, however. Until around 1950, blacks actively backed the
CRC’s Greater Miami Right to Work Committee in its campaign to
end AFL restrictions that “denied [blacks] the right to earn a livelihood.” Once the CRC collapsed, though, black workers were left
without an organizational base through which to pursue their aims.
This organizational void persisted through the early 1950s. AfricanAmerican craftsmen could have turned to the local branch of the
NAACP during these years, but did not for good reason. Until the
mid-1950s Miami’s NAACP leadership proved meek, timid, and all
but dormant in its civil rights advocacy. As CRC chief Bobby Graff
reported in 1949, the Miami NAACP was “in very bad condition”
with an “‘Uncle Tom’leadership” that “want[ed] no participation
in any kind of struggle.“44
This situation changed in 1954, however, when a new NAACP
president, Father Theodore R. Gibson, infused his organization
with a more aggressive spirit. An Episcopal priest, Gibson emerged
as Miami’s preeminent black activist in the 1950s and 1960s. In
transforming the NAACP into a forceful voice for racial justice,
Gibson enjoyed the aid of another activist preacher, Reverend Edward T. Graham. Minister of the largest Baptist church in Miami,
Graham led several social protests in the 1940s as head of Miami’s
Negro Service Council, which served as the forerunner of the
Greater Miami Urban League. Not surprisingly, Gibson and Graham were the foremost leaders of the black freedom struggle in Miami during the 1950s and 1960s. In the 1970s, black voters
rewarded the two clergymen for their service by elevating them
both to the Miami City Commission.45 As soon as Miami’s NAACP
adopted a more activist stance, the city’s black construction tradesmen looked to the association as a new base from which to challenge discriminatory labor policies. In early 1954, Samuel W. Perry,
business manager of Miami’s all-black trowel-trades union, appealed to the NAACP to assist the workmen he represented in securing equal labor rights. The newly invigorated organization
enthusiatically accepted the invitation, launching a workmen’s
44. Greater Miami Right to Work Committee, “An Appeal to Reason;” Bobby Graff
to William L. Patterson, July 9, December 12, 1949, Part 2, reel 24, CRC Papers;
Mohl, “‘South of the South’?”
45. Raymond A. Mohl, “The Pattern of Race Relations in Miami since the 1920s,” in
David R. Colburn and Jane L. Landers, eds., The African American Heritage of Florida (Gainesville, 1995), 326-65.
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rights campaign to “bust” the gentlemen’s agreements and to integrate the city’s lily-white craft unions. For several months, a team of
NAACP officers, including Graham and the group’s national labor
relations secretary, Herbert Hill, met with black union agents and
local AFL representatives to press the issue of integration. These
negotiations soon brought positive results. In autumn 1954, Sam
Perry’s trowel tradesmen successfully merged into the established
Bricklayers, Masons, and Plasterers Local 7 of Dade County.46
Yet, integrationist efforts failed in most other areas. Unions
representing carpenters, painters, tilesetters, sheetmetal workers,
and nearly all other building tradesmen held firmly to the color
bar, refusing to admit qualified black mechanics. In 1955, therefore, the NAACP could report that the AFL carpenters union had
not “lifted any color ban” but instead had “provoked more economic discrimination.” By the same token, union leaders continued to enforce covenants preventing black artisans from working
outside “colored” areas. And, not infrequently, union officials
maintained this arrangement by compelling contractors to refuse
jobs to black workmen. In 1955, for example, when one contractor
attempted to employ African-American carpenters on a “white”
project, he was informed by the AFL’s business agent that “he’d
better lay off if he didn’t want something to happen to his building.” Even the newly integrated bricklayers local adopted a policy
prohibiting the use of interracial work details.47
Miami’s NAACP chapter doubtless planned to escalate its
workmen’s rights campaign in order to emend these injustices, but
attacks by Florida McCarthyites soon precluded this possibility. Persecution of Miami’s leftist community by no means ended with the
dissolution of the CRC in 1950. As one writer for The Nation observed in 1955, a strain of “grass-roots McCarthyism” pervaded the
Miami area throughout the early 1950s. In 1954, for instance, both
46. Howard W. Dixon to Herbert Hill, March 25, June 2, August 21, 1954; Herbert
Hill to F. A. Rodriguez, December 3, 1954, all in Part 13, Series A, reel 3; Herbert Hill to Howard W. Dixon, June 8, 1954; NAACP, “Negro Mechanics Admitted to Ex-Lily-White Florida Union,” press release, September 2, 1954; NAACP,
“Dade County AFL Union Steps Up Integration,” October, 21, 1954, press
release, all in Part 13, Series A, reel 11; Herbert Hill to NAACP Executive Secretary, memorandum, September 7, 1954, Part 13, Series A, reel 20, NAACP
Papers.
47. Herbert Hill to Howard W. Dixon, September 15, 1954; Howard W. Dixon to
Herbert Hill, March 26, April 22, May 2, 1955, all in Part 13, Series A, reel 3,
NAACP Papers; Miami Herald, February 18, 1955.
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HUAC and a Dade County grand jury conducted hearings to ferret
out local Communists. A year later, the Florida Attorney General’s
office launched a similar crusade against subversive operations in
the state. During all these investigations, Miami labor radicals and
old CRC leftists, including Graff, Smolikoff, and Nimmo, endured
unrelenting harassment. County inquisitors even jailed Smolikoff
briefly after he invoked his Fifth Amendment rights during grand
jury proceedings.48
Against this backdrop, Miami’s NAACP branch pressed for
black inclusion in local labor unions. Though far more moderate
than the CIO or the CRC, the NAACP was nonetheless inviting
trouble. By the mid-1950s, Florida segregationists, like those
throughout the South, had come to see anticommunist rhetoric as
a potential means to forestall civil rights gains for blacks. According to guardians of white supremacy, any group that challenged the
established order was dangerously un-American. Hence, Miami’s
now-militant NAACP chapter was bound to encounter the same
right-wing molestation that debilitated local CRC and CIO affiliates
in the 1940s.
Indeed, in 1956 state lawmakers created a body to carry out
this mission— the Florida Legislative Investigation Committee
(FLIC), which was headed by former Klansman and staunch white
supremacist Charley Johns.49 Ostensibly, the Johns Committee was
intended to keep subversive state groups in check. In reality, the
FLIC functioned as a conservative weapon to stifle civil rights activism in Florida by attempting to expose the state NAACP as a Communist-front organization, and the committee made Miami’s
NAACP branch its primary target. In 1957, FLIC witch-hunters began a six-year crusade in Miami to “show a definite tie-up between
the Communist movement and the NAACP” in Florida. Year after
year, the FLIC subjected Miami NAACP members to batteries of
hearings and high-pressure interrogations, hoping, as the leader of
48. Frank Dormer, “The Miami Formula: An Exposé of Grass-Roots McCarthyism,”
The Nation 180 (January 22, 1955), 65-71; Leslie B. Bain, “Red Hunt in Miami:
Who Formed the Posse?” The Nation 179 (August 7, 1954), 110-12; Mohl,
“‘South of the South’?“; “Testimony of James Nimmo,” in HUAC, Investigation of
Communist Activities in the State of Florida, 7426-48; “Testimony of James Nimmo”;
“Testimony of Charles Smolikoff,” box 6, FLIC Papers; Rubin, Report on Investigation of Subversive Activities in Florida, 38-52; Miami Herald, September 1, 1954;
Daily Worker, September 16, December 23, 30, 31,1954.
49. David M. Chalmers, Hooded Americanism: The History of the Ku Klux Klan, 3rd ed.
(Durham, N.C., 1987), 340.
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Miami’s CORE affiliate noted, “to smoke out reds in the NAACP.“50
By 1959, both Gibson and Graham found themselves on trial for
contempt, with Gibson’s case reaching the U.S. Supreme Court. A
1963 directive by the Court finally ended FLIC harassment of the
Miami NAACP.51
Unlike some embattled NAACP groups elsewhere, Miami’s
NAACP branch never ceased functioning during its red-baiting ordeal. The costs of combating McCarthyite witch-hunts nonetheless
placed a “heavy financial burden” on the Miami NAACP, while the
whole affair precipitated a temporary drop in membership for the
organization.52 These developments forced Father Gibson and his
associates to reduce the scope of their activities. From the late
1950s through the early 1960s, the Miami NAACP concentrated almost exclusively upon matters of school integration, black voter
registration, and integration of public accommodations.53 Hence,

50. Theodore R. Gibson to Miami NAACP members, March 3, 1958, Series 1, box 3,
Robert W. Saunders Papers, University of South Florida Library, Tampa (hereinafter Saunders Papers); Shirley Zoloth to Gordon Carey and James Robinson,
(November 1959?), Series 5, reel 19, CORE Papers.
51. Gibson v. Florida Legislative Investigation Committee, 372 U.S. 539 (1963); Graham v.
Florida Legislative Investigation Committee, 126 Southern Reporter, 2d Series 133
(1960); Robert W. Saunders to Roy Wilkins, memorandum, June 22, 1959; Robert W. Saunders to Rutledge Pearson, (1963?), both in Series 1, box 1, Saunders
Papers; Miami Herald, February 5-26, 1957, February 8-28, March 1, 1958, March
27, 1963; Miami News, February 7, June 18, 1958, March 27-28, 1963; Miami
Times, March 8, 1958, April 11, 1959. See also Steven F. Lawson, “The Florida
Legislative Investigation Committee and the Constitutional Readjustment of
Race Relations, 1956-1963,” in Kermit L. Hall and James W. Ely, Jr., eds., An
Uncertain Tradition: Constitutionalism and the History of the South (Athens, 1989),
296-325.
52. Theodore R. Gibson to Miami NAACP members, March 3, 1958; Helen M. Berckmann to Robert W. Saunders, March 10, 1958, Series 1, box 3, Saunders
Papers; Lawson, “The Florida Legislative Investigation Committee,” 316.
53. For the Miami NAACP and school integration, see Southern School News, July
1956, 2, September 1958, 9; Miami Herald, August 19, September 14, 18, 1958;
NAACP, Miami Branch, “An Open Letter to All Negro Parents of School-Age
Children in Dade County,” mimeographed typescript, (1957?), Series 1, box 3,
Saunders Papers; Florida Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil
Rights, Report on Florida, 14; Gibson v. Board of Public Instruction of Dade County,
Florida, 272 Federal Reporter, 2d Series 763 (1959). For the Miami NAACP and
black voter registration, see Robert W. Saunders to Theodore R. Gibson, March
27, 1959; Robert W. Saunders to John M. Brooks, December 18, 1959, both in
Series 1, box 1, Saunders Papers. For the Miami NAACP and the fight to integrate public facilities, see Edward T. Graham to Theodore R. Gibson, August 8,
1960, LeRoy Collins Papers, Record Group 102, Series 776, box 33, Florida
State Archives, Tallahassee; Miami News, June 7, 1956, April 11, 1960; Miami Herald, March 5, April 12, 1960; Miami Times, June 16, November 17, 1956, August
17, 1957, July 23, August 6, 20, September 3, 1960.
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the group essentially discontinued its workmen’s rights campaign
during this span. Understandably, then, Miami’s African-American
workers made little headway in organized labor at this time.
In the late 1950s a handful of Miami unions did voluntarily desegregate. With the exception of the hotel employees union, these
groups embraced few African-American workers. Even the hotel
workers union refused to refer blacks to jobs unless employers specifically requested black workers.54 The overall picture was even
more bleak. In 1963, Robert W. Saunders, field secretary for the
NAACP’s Florida State Conference, remarked: “As labor goes, so
goes the Negro.“55 Unfortunately, labor did not “go” at all well for
African Americans in these years. At the end of the 1950s for example, a county-wide human rights audit sponsored by more than
a dozen Greater Miami civic groups found that “unions composed
of highly skilled workmen with apprenticeship systems exclude[d]
Negroes” as a matter of official policy. As of 1962 and 1963, in fact,
not one of the 1,500 people engaged in apprenticeship training
programs in Dade County was black. By 1968, the number of black
apprentices in Miami had climbed to only four.56
In the early 1960s several state agencies documented the extent of racial bias in Miami unions. A 1962 study by the Florida
Council on Human Relations found that Miami locals exhibited “a
generally negative attitude” toward the idea of biracial unionism.
Most unions barred blacks from membership or “adhere[d] to
strict segregation.“57 The Florida Advisory Committee to the U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights made similar observations in 1963.
The committee detected blatant patterns of color-based exclusion
in many locals, while reporting that gentlemen’s agreements remained pervasive in building-trades unions. Further, during interviews with the committee, many union officials made no pretense
of masking their racial prejudice. When committeemen inquired
into the absence of African-American electricians in Miami, the di54. American Civil Liberties Union of Greater Miami et al., “Tenth Anniversary Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” Community Audit of Human Rights in
Greater Miami, pamphlet, December 10, 1958, box 8, GACRR Records; Florida
Council on Human Relations, “Negro Employment in Miami,” 8.
55. “The Negro in Florida,” Florida Trend 5 (February 1963), 19.
56. “Tenth Anniversary Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” box 8, GACRR
Records; Florida Council on Human Relations, “Negro Employment in Miami,”
6-7; Florida Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Report
on Florida, 23; Philip Meyer et al., Miami Negroes: A Study in Depth (Miami, 1968),
50.
57. Florida Council on Human Relations, “Negro Employment in Miami,” 8.
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rector of the electricians apprenticeship program responded that
blacks simply “lack[ed] the technical understanding of electricity”
and were “not interested in hazardous work.” A plumbers union
spokesman, meanwhile, indicated that black apprentices were not
welcome in his field due to the “close physical association required
for instruction.“58
By the early 1960s then, black Miamians were scarcely better
off with respect to their position in organized labor than they had
been two decades earlier. As the Miami NAACP noted in 1963,
“union bias” and other discriminatory “conditions . . . in the ranks
of labor” persisted with considerable vigor.59 Change was coming,
however, but not until the civil rights movement reached its peak in
the mid-1960s. Only then did the pressure of black activism, federal
civil rights legislation, and affirmative action measures combine to
create opportunities for African-American advancement within organized labor.
Ironically, the movement that finally succeeded in opening
union doors for Miami blacks placed little emphasis upon labor issues, In fact, the civil rights movement of the 1960s had few connections at all with earlier labor-related activism. This observation
runs counter to recent arguments made by scholars who see definite links between the radical, labor-associated social reformism of
the 1930s and 1940s and the later civil rights crusade. In studying
Communist activists in Depression-era Alabama, for example,
Robin D. G. Kelley concludes that CP radicals “indirectly contributed to the 1960s revolution.” Though recognizing the civil rights
campaign as a “new movement,” he insists that it was nonetheless
rooted in the radicalism of the past.60
Kelley probably overstates the case. In most southern communities, the links between the two movements were less certain. Even
Korstad and Lichtenstein, who depict the Communist-connected
CIO in Winston-Salem as an effective bastion of true racial progressivism, do not detect a residual radical impact upon North Carolina’s civil rights movement. The earlier union-centered activism,
they contend, was “a very different sort of civil rights movement”
58. Florida Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Report on
Florida, 23-25.
59. NAACP, Miami Branch, News Letter 1 (May 1963), p. 2, in Series 1, box 3, Saunders Papers.
60. Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great Depression (Chapel Hill, 1990), 228-31.
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than the one that followed it. Indeed, the “voices of black protest”
that sustained the labor-based movement of the 1940s “played little
role in the new mobilization” of the 1960s.61
The same was true in Miami. The CIO and CRC campaigns of
the 1940s bore little relation to the church-based protests of subsequent decades. The black church, together with independent raceadvancement groups such as the NAACP and CORE, supplanted
labor unions completely as the institutional base of the black freedom struggle. Activist ministers, like Theodore Gibson and Edward
T. Graham, emerged as the new leaders in the fight for racial justice. Joining the black clergy were middle-class professionals such
as Albert D. Moore, an insurance agent who chaired Miami’s
CORE group, and Dr. John O. Brown, a physician who held leadership positions in both CORE and the NAACP. None of these figures had ties to radical labor causes.
By the same token, the prominent CIO organizers and CRC
leftists of the 1940s had no connection with Miami’s civil rights
movement. For instance, Charlie Smolikoff, James Nimmo, and
Bobby Graff all left Miami in the mid-1950s run out of town by McCarthyite witch-hunters. Smolikoff and Graff even fled the country
briefly, seeking refuge in Mexico and Canada respectively.62 They
left no legacy to the next generation of social activists. Indeed, participants in Miami’s civil rights struggle purposefully eschewed the
radicalism that Smolikoff, Graff, and Nimmo embraced. This contributed in no small measure to the success of Miami’s civil rights
movement. Red-tainted groups like the CIO and CRC made easy
targets for McCarthyite segregationists. Attacking the black church
and its allies, however, was akin to assaulting respectable, even
mainstream, American values: Christian ethics, simple justice, nonviolent protest. Jim Crow’s cause stood no chance against these
odds. This conceptualization goes far in explaining why a black
freedom movement not specifically concerned with labor matters
could strike down Jim Crow unionism, while earlier labor-affiliated
reformers failed to establish a genuine movement, or even to curtail the scope of labor discrimination.

61. Korstad and Lichtenstein, “Opportunities Found and Lost,” 800, 805, 811
62. Mohl, “‘South of the South’?”
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A Myth Reflects
a Generation’s Technological Disillusionment:
Edison and the Electrification of Fort Myers
by M I C H E L E W E H R W E I N A LBION

O

the past century and a half, Thomas Alva Edison has
been variously regarded regionally, nationally, and globally
as a wizard, an American icon, and a genius. He ushered in the
modern era with his invention of the incandescent light, phonograph, and improvements to the battery, telephone, and motion
picture. But accompanying Edison’s accomplishments is a body of
myth. Two related myths regarding the introduction of technology
in Fort Myers, Florida, reflect Edison’s ability to inspire fiction.
These myths demonstrate how one generation’s frustration with
the failure of contemporary technology prompted it to create a tale
of the previous generation’s rejection of technology.
A legend exists in southwest Florida regarding Edison’s attempt to provide electricity to Fort Myers. It probably originated
in the 1930s but first appeared in print in 1947 when Fort Myers
News-Press reporter Ronald Halgrim declared that “Edison offered
to light Fort Myers with electricity free of charge but the village
officials turned down the offer because they thought the glass enclosed lights would keep the cattle and chickens awake at night.“1
The legend of Edison’s offer to electrify the town and the townspeoples’alleged rejection persists, as does an accompanying myth
that claims the inventor was so angered by this earlier rejection of
VER

Michele Wehrwein Albion is Curator at the Edison & Ford Winter Estates in
Fort Myers.
1. Ronald Halgrim, Edison Centennial 1847, 1947, Pageant of Light (Fort Myers,
1947), 7, Pageant Programs 1947 file, Edison & Ford Winter Estates, Fort Myers.
This is the first documentation of the myth, although oral histories confirm the
story had been told for years previously. In an interview with the author, Chesley
Perry, resident and former editor of the Fort Myers News-Press, confirmed the
existence of the myth. Long-time resident Allen R. Ellis remembered the myth
differently. According to his version, the town fathers refused Edison’s offer
because they were afraid the inventor would blow up the city. Nevertheless,
Ellis’ recollection confirms a perception that the town refused Edison’s offer
out of ignorance. Chesley Perry, interview by author, Fort Myers, January 13,
1993; Allen R. Ellis, interview by author, Fort Myers, January 10, 1994.
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Thomas Edison, circa 1880s. Photograph courtesy of the Edison &Ford Winter Estates,
Fort Myers.

his offer of electrification that he refused to provide lighting for
the Edison bridge which was completed in 1931. These legends illustrate Edison’s influence on the region’s history and reflect on
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those who created the myth. Unfortunately, they obscure the true
history of Fort Myers’ adoption of new technology.
The actual history of the introduction of technology in Fort
Myers is infinitely more complicated. Following a serious illness,
Edison spent the winter of 1885 convalescing in St. Augustine. After steady improvement, he grew restless and traveled to the state’s
west coast. On March 20, 1885, he arrived in the small frontier
town of Fort Myers, which he described as “about fifty houses . . .
mostly a cattle town— mostly cattle and saloons,— and the residents
were mostly cattlemen or fishermen; cowboys were a very common
sights [sic] on the streets.“2
A decommissioned Union encampment, the newly incorporated town of Fort Myers had 349 residents, a fledgling newspaper,
and primitive technology.3 At that time, most American urban centers were illuminated by networks of gas. Smaller, more remote areas
relied on kerosene. Fort Myers residents used the most accessible
and affordable technology to light their homes: tallow candles.4
During his visit to Fort Myers, Edison and his business partner
Ezra Gilliland resolved to make the town the site of their winter residences. The inventor departed, “promising to return next year
and do great things for Fort Myers with a forty horse-power engine
and an electric light to illuminate the bluff.“5 It was a stunning announcement.
As technology historian David E. Nye has noted, “In the 1880s
the electric light was hardly the commonplace of today, controlled
by a casual flick of a wall switch. It bordered on the supernatural

2. Thomas Edison, interview by anonymous, transcript, c. 1917, Edison General
File, 1917, Edison National Historic Site, West Orange, NJ.
3. “Population Report,” Records of the City Clerk, Fort Myers, October 6, 1995.
This is a comprehensive population report combining information from U. S.
Census records and tax rolls.
4. Kerosene, the lighting of choice for other rural Americans, was largely unavailable to Fort Myers residents. It was shipped to the state’s isolated west coast,
then brought up the Caloosahatchee River by schooner. Advertisements from
the region document an exorbitant price of ninety cents for five gallons of kerosene. At the same time, lard sold for one-half cent for seven pounds. As a cattle
town, Fort Myers rendered a great deal of lard that was then available at reasonable prices. See Fort Myers Press, February 10, 1895.
5. W. R. Lawson, “Florida: The State of Oranges-Groves,” Blackwood’s Magazine
(September 1885), 325-26. Lawson’s is the first documented instance of Edison’s promise to light the town. The Fort Myers Press does not make independent
references to Edison’s promise until March 10, 1887, when it asked, “When will
Edison light our town? We answer we do not know. . . .”
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and the Edison light . . . astounded people because it violated the
natural order.“6 The promise to Fort Myers represented almost inconceivable advancement, a technological leap of unparalleled
proportions: light without the nuisance of spark, unbearable heat,
or the danger of open flame.
The electric light was also the symbol of unfettered progress,
the harbinger of other modern conveniences. On Edison’s mere
word, the Fort Myers Press boasted, “at the present rate of progress
Fort Myers will be ready for electric lights and street railways before
the winter is over.“7 A municipality with a greater bovine than human population was thus offered a firm place on the cutting edge
of technology far in advance of her frontier neighbors. When the
initial members of the Edison party arrived in early 1886, the newspaper reported, “We have now got some of them, and when Mr. Edison arrives with his newly made wife, Fort Myers can laugh at her
neighbors and defy competition.“8
Thomas and Mina Edison arrived for their honeymoon in
March 1886. The newly constructed Edison residence contained
electroliers, electric chandeliers manufactured by Bergmann & Co., a
subsidiary of Edison’s own electric company.9 Some of these elaborate devices had been removed from Edison’s disassembled Menlo
Park laboratory. 10 Despite the electroliers, the inventor of the incandescent light likely used tallow candles or kerosene during his 1886
visit. The site had no electricity, as the dynamo, a generator to produce electricity, had not yet arrived.11
Edison and Ezra Gilliland personally supervised the installation
of the dynamo in April 1887. The first illumination occurred at his
Fort Myers laboratory that spring. According to a visiting reporter
from the New York World, the test bulbs connected to the generator
“burst out into a radiance that threatened to obscure even the bril6. David E. Nye, Electrifyng America: Social Meanings of a New Technology, 1880-1940
(Cambridge, Ma., 1990), 2.
7. Fort Myers Press, December 12, 1885.
8. Fort Myers Press, February 27, 1886.
9. Invoice, “Catalogue and Price List, Edison Light Fixtures,” box 6, Edison Company for Isolated Lighting Collection, Edison National Historic Site. For more
information on Bergmann & Co., see Harold C. Passer, The Electrical Manufacturers, 1875 to 1900 (Boston, 1953), 94, 100, 102-104.
10. Invoice, “Catalogue and Price List, Edison Light Fixtures,” box 6, Edison Company for Isolated Lighting Collection.
11. Fort Myers Press, April 21, 1887. The dynamo to power the electric lights arrived
in April 1887.
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liant sun of Fort Myers.“12 But a great deal of time had passed since
Edison’s initial promise. Pressing problems with his phonograph division and a pregnant wife called him back to New Jersey.13
By 1888, Fort Myers residents were restless. “We hope Mr. Edison will turn on our electric light this winter,” lamented the Fort Myers Press. “[H]e probably will, as everything is here, at his laboratory,
that is necessary; all that is required is putting up the poles and . . .
stringing the wires. Fort Myers will be a lively place next winter.“14
The inventor did not return. Enmeshed in business problems
in New Jersey, he dissolved his partnership with Ezra Gilliland when
Gilliland made a secret alliance with one of Edison’s competitors.15
Rather than associate with his former partner, Edison avoided Fort
Myers until he could acquire Gilliland’s neighboring property.16
In the intervening years, the townspeople of Fort Myers grew
frustrated. With the date of Edison’s next visit indefinite, residents
eventually resolved to light the town themselves. In October of
1897, the town council contracted with the Seminole Canning
Company “to furnish the town of Fort Myers with ten incandescent
lights.“17 On New Year’s Day 1898, the newspaper reported that “a
soft light suddenly appeared in all the stores and houses connected
with the electric light plant, and for the first time electricity was
used as lighting power in Lee County.“18 According to the Fort Myers
Press, the new lighting system was adopted without difficulty: “At
the power house everything worked smoothly, and the plant was
pronounced a perfect success.“19
In 1901, Edison returned to Fort Myers and later converted
Gilliland’s home into guest facilities. In the years to follow Edison
12. New York World, March 28, 1887. The reporter, Sidney Smith, had arrived in Fort
Myers prior to the delivery of the main dynamo. His quotation refers to the power
generated by a smaller dynamo, one large enough to power the Estates only.
13. Neil Baldwin, Edison Inventing the Century (New York, 1995), 182-86, deals in
depth with Edison’s troubled phonograph business.
14. Fort Myers Press, January 14, 1889.
15. Gilliland’s betrayal of Edison is documented in Matthew Josephson, Edison: A
Biography (New York, 1959), 328-33, and Baldwin, Edison: Inventing the Century,
187-91. The dissolution was devastating to Edison who regarded Gilliland as his
closest friend. In later years, when relayin,g details of his early visits to Fort
Myers, Edison never mentioned Gilliland.
16. Edison departed Fort Myers on May 4, 1887, and did not return until February
27, 1901. See Fort Myers Press, May 5, 1887 and February 25, 1901.
17. Minutes, Fort Myers City Commissioners, October 9, 1897.
18. Fort Myers Press January 6, 1898.
19. Ibid.
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and his family returned regularly to Fort Myers, at last bringing the
town the fame he had promised in the 1880s.20
Many years later, citizens sought to find a way to thank the aging inventor for his contribution to local history. On February 11,
1931, his birthday, Fort Myers honored Edison by naming a new
bridge after him. Despite failing health, Edison agreed to ride in
the parade and to participate in a ribbon-cutting ceremony for the
span.21
On the day of the event, the eighty-four-year-old inventor untied the orange and green ribbon, let out a whoop, and waved his
hands above his head. The crowd of 10,000 watched the spectacle
and cheered as Governor Doyle Carlton delivered a speech praising Edison as the man who had, among other things, “brightened
the paths of humanity in every land.“22
The dedication of the Edison bridge prompted further enhancement of the original myth of Edison’s aborted attempt to electrify the town. The amended version now declared that the inventor
was so outraged by the city fathers’ rejection in the 1880s that, fortyfive years later, he refused to electrify the Edison bridge.23
No existing documentation suggests lights were ever considered in the initial planning of the $667,159 bridge.24 It was not until
1935, four years after Edison’s death, that the town commissioners
were compelled to provide streetlights on the span. That year, the
Buffalo, New York, office of Ripley's Believe It or Not! received an
anonymous postcard featuring an image of the Edison Bridge. The
writer informed Ripley's that “this attractive bridge crossing the Caloosahatchee river was dedicated to Thomas Edison by the people
of Fort Myers. It is more than three years old and has never had an
electric light on it.“25 Ripley's published an illustration of the span in

20. The Edisons returned to Fort Myers for all but the following years: 1905, 1911,
1913, 1917, and 1921. See Josephson, Edison, 417. The Fort Myers Press and later
the Tropical News printed front-page articles on each occasion of the Edisons’
visit. Frequent reports of their activities followed. The papers contain no mention of the Edisons during these years.
21. Fort Myers Press and The Tropical News, February 9-12, 1931.
22. Fort Myers News-Press, February 12, 1931.
23. Ellis, interview; W. Stanley Hanson, Jr., interview by author, Fort Myers, November 30,1993.
24. The Tropical News, February 12, 1931.
25. Anonymous, March 12, 1935, Collection of Ripley’s Believe It or Not!, World Headquarters, Orlando.
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April 1935 with the caption: “The Thomas A. Edison Bridge-Fort
Myers, Florida— Has Never Had an Electric Light on It.“26
Ripley’s cartoon was a great embarrassment to the city which, in
1937, sought to rectify the situation. With a $10,000 donation from
Florida Power and Light, the city council ordered fifty-four street27
lights for the bridge. At midnight on Thanksgiving Day, November 25, 1937, Mayor David Shepard received a Western Union
telegraph signal from Edison’s son, Charles, lighting the bridge. It
was thus dedicated “in honor of a man who did so much for the
benefit of mankind, lighted as henceforth it shall be.“28
Existing documentation suggests Fort Myers citizens of the
1880s and 1890s possessed little or no resistance to technology.29
On the other hand, residents in the 1920s through the 1940s became disillusioned by their own new technology and overburdened
public services. This disappointment with contemporary technology prompted the creation and acceptance of the myth of Edison’s
alleged refusal to electrify the bridge named for him. The myth
also functioned as a release to hide residents’embarrassment over
the Ripley’s cartoon. The citizens could deflect blame for the absence of lights onto a vindictive inventor and ignorant ancestors.
This harsh judgment of the earlier generation also emanated
from a disdain for the area’s traditional agricultural economy. The
sons and daughters of these farm families, as well as new residents to
the area, shared a common contempt for those engaged in, or with
roots in, the cattle trade. In a letter to Mina Edison, one resident
commented on the conflict between new and old residents, stating
“there was quietly passed among some of the newcomers the mischievous slogan, ‘Eliminate the Cracker.“‘30 Residents embarrassed by

26. Ripley’s published a syndicated column featured in newspapers and magazines
throughout the United States. Edison Bridge Cartoon, April 23, 1935, in Ripley’s
Collection.
27. Minutes, Fort Myers City Commissioners, June 14, 1937.
28. Ronald Halgrim to Charles Edison, November 25, 1937, Thomas Edison Bridge,
box 1, Collection of the Edison and Ford Winter Estates, Fort Myers.
29. Fort Myers Press accounts for the period contain no reports of electrical fires and
only one instance of an outage prior to the turn of the century. In fact, contemporary reports on new technological systems are consistently glowing. A December 1898 edition of the Fort Myers Press contains accounts of the success of the
Boston subway, electrical systems in the Philippines, and hydroelectric plants at
the headwater of the Delaware River.
30. C. W. Carlton to Mina Miller Edison, May 2, 1929, Mina Edison primary box,
1928-1934, Collection of the Edison & Ford Winter Estates.
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the cattle trade joined forces with new residents seeking to modernize the community to create a receptive audience for the myth.
In addition, the town’s declining infrastructure played a role in
the myth’s creation. Like greater Florida, Fort Myers’ economy was
devastated by a land bust in 1926 and by the Great Depression. The
economy did not rebound until World War II. During this difficult period, the city commissioners received complaints from fifty-four residents “calling attention to the dangerous condition of the wires used
for transmission of electric current by Florida Power and Light. . . .”
Petitions from citizens stated that “in many of our streets said wires
appear to lose large quantities of insulation thereby constituting a
serious danger to our community.“31 Furthermore, the town’s coal
gassification plant, fraught with technical difficulties since its inception in 1923, compounded the existing problem of overdue repairs
to electrical wires. Low gas pressure, broken mains, shoddy machinery, and frequent gas leaks plagued plant employees and city residents. Interruptions to service became an everyday occurrence.32
The situation was not yet rectified when World War II transformed the town from bust to boom, further straining the alreadyoverburdened public services. The creation of two modern air
fields— Page and Buckingham Fields— in 1942 brought a large influx of servicemen to the area. They, in turn, brought wives and
other family members, increasing the population a full one-third
during this period.33
The technological disillusionment of this wartime generation
created a receptive audience for the myth. If they experienced so
many problems with their own new technology, it seemed logical to
assume that their ancestors, whom they perceived as unsophisticated, would have had similar difficulties.
The history and myth of Fort Myers’ adoption of electricity
demonstrate Edison’s role as a catalyst for, if not the provider of,
new technology. The creation of the myth further demonstrates
how one community crafted a “usable past” in an effort to alleviate
their disillusionment over a decaying infrastructure as well as to
ease their discomfort over their agrarian roots.

31. Minutes, City Commissioners of Fort Myers, September 7, 1937.
32. Ibid., January 5 and 6, 1940, August 19, 1940, April 23, 1941.
33. The population of Fort Myers remained in the vicinity of 10,000 from 1930 to
1940. By 1945 the population had jumped to a record 15,198. “Population
Report,” Records of the City Clerk, Fort Myers, October 6, 1995.
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Volusia: The Origin of a Name
by DONALD

T

C. GABY

origin of the name “Volusia” for the county and community in Florida has been a mystery. Although at least three
explanations have been offered, many professional historians writing of Florida or of Volusia County claim that the origin of the
name is unknown.1
Probably “Volusia” was a Spanish name, or at least one introduced by the Spanish, most likely during the First Spanish Period.
Several sources support this contention. The Florida State Gazatteer
and Business Directory for 1886-87 states relative to Volusia that “the
village site is an old Spanish settlement, dating back as far as 1586.“2
Missions, orange groves, and ranches were known to exist on the
upper St. Johns River above Lake George during that period. Colonial botanists John and William Bartram visited the site of presentday Volusia in January 1766. John located it “a little above the place
where the Indians swim their horses over.“3 They mentioned no
name then in use, but noted the presence of large orange groves
above and below that place on the St. Johns River. John H. Hann
notes that the early-eighteenth-century ranch of the Esquival
brothers, Afafa and Hacienda, was upriver from Lake George, not
far from today’s community of Volusia.4 A detailed map of the St.
HE

Donald C. Gaby is a professional meteorologist turned amateur historian from
Ormond Beach.
1. Three suggested explanations are that Volusia was the plantation of a French or
Belgian settler named Veluche, that it was the plantation of an Englishman
named Volus, and that the name comes from the Euchee Indians. Among those
who say the origin of the name is a mystery or of Indian origin are Pleasant
Daniel Gold, History of Volusia County, Florida (DeLand, 1927), 78; Ianthe Bond
Hebel, Centennial History of Volusia County, Florida, 1854-1954, (Daytona Beach,
1955), 2; Allen Morris, Florida Place Names (Coral Gables, Fla., 1974), 247; and
Lillan Dillard Gibson, The Annals of Volusia, 1558-1978: The Birthplace of Volusia
County (Volusia, Fla., 1973), 11.
2. John R. Richards, Florida State Gazatteer and Business Directory, Volume I, 18861887 (New York, 1886), 444.
3. Helen Gere Cruickshank, John and William Bartram’s America (Garden City, NY,
1961), 54.
4. John H. Hann, “The Mayaca and Jororo and Missions to Them,” in Bonnie G.
McEwan, The Spanish Missions of La Florida (Gainesville, 1993), 111-40; John H.
Hann, letter to author, March 4, 1995.
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Johns River prepared during the British Period shows a grant of
17,000 acres to Colonel James Robinson on the east side of the
river above Lake George, but it does not show a settlement there.
Spaldings Upper Indian Store, from which the Bartrams crossed
the river, appears on the west bank.5 Finally, historian Albert Wass
de Czege notes that Mario Huertas in 1628 received a royal grant of
land on both sides of the St. Johns River between Lakes George
and Dexter, building his hacienda on the eastern shore of Lake Dexter.6 Britain provided compensation to many of its citizens who lost
property when Britain ceded Florida to Spain in 1783, but no mention of Volusia is found among those claims.7
All land records of the office of governor of East Florida at St.
Augustine were provided to the U.S. Land Office after Florida became a U.S. territory in 1821. The earliest reliable mentions of Volusia are found in Spanish land grants considered by the U.S. Land
Office shortly after Florida became a U.S. territory following the
Second Spanish Period. Settlers claiming land grants made by
Spain during the Second Spanish Period mentioned “a Volusia
Tract of 11,000 acres” and “a place called Volusia on the St. Johns
River.” The earliest transaction mentioning Volusia is a grant by
Spanish governor Jose Coppinger to Joseph Freeman Rattenbury
of the Volusia tract on February 26, 1818, the grant having been
surveyed that same year.8 Although not entirely clear, it appears
that ten thousand acres of that tract were on the west side of the St.
Johns River just above Lake George, and the remaining one thousand acres may have been on the east side near present-day Volusia.9 Rattenbury’s claim for fifty thousand acres consisting of eleven
different parcels was rejected by the land office commissioners,
probably at least in part because the terms of the treaty by which
Spain ceded Florida to the United States provided that “grants sub-

5. An Exact Plan of the River St. John in East Florida With Part of the Sea Coast, 17511781 (Washington, DC, 1926).
6. Albert Wass de Czege, The History of Astor on the St. Johns, Astor Park and the Surrounding Area (Astor, Fla., 1982), 10.
7. Wilbur Henry Siebert, Loyalist in East Florida, 1774-1785, Volume II (DeLand,
1929), 3-304.
8. U.S. Works Projects Administration, Spanish Land Grants in Florida, Volume I,
Unconfirmed Claims (Tallahassee, 1940), 74 (quotes), 75, 234.
9. East Florida Papers (4) for the Spanish Land Grants Unconfirmed, reels L#l - R#5,
microfilm edition, St. Augustine Historical Society.
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sequent to January 24, 1818, were to be considered null and void.“10
This 1818 grant appears to imply that there had been no earlier
grant of that area during the Second Spanish Period.
Volusia had been an early Indian trading post and plantation.
When surveyor and civil engineer Charles Vignoles visited the area
in 1823, he described the bar at the south end of Lake George as
passing vessels drawing less than five feet; and, a few miles south, he
described “the Volusia settlement, on the east side of the St. John’s,
a flourishing and well settled plantation. . . .“11 This was the plantation and trading post of George Woodruff.12 By the time of the Second Seminole War, Volusia and Volusia Landing were very well
known.13 A United States Post Office was established at Volusia on
November 28, 1850, shortly after Florida became a state.14
During the First Spanish Period— prior to 1763— there were at
least eight known cattle ranches on the St. Johns River south of the
latitude of St. Augustine, at least one of which was upriver from
Lake George.15 There were also a large number of orange groves
along the river at least as far upstream as today’s Volusia or Lake
Dexter.16 Although one could travel overland from Picolata or Volusia to St. Augustine without great difficulty, moving heavy goods
overland was not easy. Thus there would have been both a need
and demand to move goods by water. Individual ranchers or growers might have maintained their own boats for that purpose, but it
would have been more reasonable for another person to provide
the boats and to transport those goods for all. The logical place for
such a person would have been as far upstream as there were customers. And what better place for this purpose than at Volusia,
which met that requirement; in addition, it was located on a narrow section of the river where it was easy to cross. Indeed, in the

10. Works Progress Administration, Spanish Land Grants in Florida, Volume V (Tallahassee, 1940), xxxii.
11. Charles Vignoles, Observations Upon the Floridas (1823; reprint, Gainesville,
1977), 68.
12. Hebel, Centennial History of Volusia County, 2.
13. John K. Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 1835-1842 (Gainesville, 1992),
143, 156, 173, 186, 231.
14. Alfred G. Bradbury and E. Story Helleck, A Chronology of Florida Post Offices,
Handbook No. 2 (n.p., 1962), 86.
15. Joe A. Ackerman, Jr., Florida Cowman: A History of Florida Cattle Raising (Kissimmee, Fla., 1976), 4.
16. Cruickshank, Bartram’s America, 54.
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eighteenth century, Spaldings Upper Indian Store would be located close by on the river’s west bank.17
Spanish documents are more helpful in determining the origin of the name. At the Archivo General de Indias (Archive of the
Indies, hereafter AGI) in Seville, Spain, is a collection of maps of
Florida and Louisiana listed in an index prepared as recently as
1979 by Julio Gonzalez. 18 These are also available on microfilm.
There are some 233 maps and building plans from the sixteenth
through the nineteenth centuries. They are mostly of peninsula
Florida and the Tallahassee area until 1688, including St. Marks
from 1677. Approximately two per year were produced during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the greater number being in
the west. The Mississippi River was mapped in its entirety, along
with many lesser streams running into the Gulf of Mexico or the Atlantic Ocean, but the St. Johns only as part of peninsula Florida.
Hence, no “Volusia” is shown on the St. Johns River. Early maps of
this river are known to exist in other collections, for example, the
Spanish War Department Archives.19 That Volusia is not found on
maps at the AGI may mean only that it was not mapped. The AGI’s
descriptive catalog of documents relating to United States history
likewise includes no references to Volusia.20 One should note that
most records are of official, not private, activities. For example, the
earliest Spanish history of Florida published in 1723 makes little
mention of missions, ranches, or orange groves during the period
of interest.21
The Biblioteca Municipal (public library) in Seville houses two
valuable resources. The first, a seventeen-volume gazatteer of
Spain, contains no mention of Volusia, indicating that Volusia is
not a Spanish place name.22 A 1929, seventy-volume encyclopedia,
however, contains the entry “Volusiano,” meaning a senatorial de17. An Exact Plan of the River St. John.
18. Julio Gonzalez, Catalogo de Mapas y Planos de La Florida y La Louisiana, Direction
General del Patrimonio Artistico, Archivos y Museos, Madrid, 1979.
19. W.P.A. Florida Writers Project, The Spanish Missions of Florida (Washington, D.C.,
1940). The original map resides in the Spanish War Department Archives,
Madrid.
20. Roscoe R. Hill, Descriptive Catalogue of the Documents Relating to the History of the
United States in the Papers Procedentes de Cuba Deposited in the Archivo General de
Indias at Seville (Washington, DC, 1916).
21. Andres Gonzalea de Varcia Carballido y Zuniga, Chronological History of the Continent of Florida (1512-1722), trans. Anthony Kerrigan (Madrid, 1723).
22. Diccionario Geografico de Espana, in 17 Volumes (Madrid, 1978).
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tree (senadoconsulto) in the year 56 A.D. during the reign of Emperor Nero (Neron) that moderated an earlier decree. The second
entry for “Volusiano” is for a Roman, son of the Emperor Trajan
(Trajano Decio) and his aide, killed in battle in 151 A.D. The third
entry is for “Volusio,” a Roman jurist, scholar, author of thirty
books, tutor of the great Emperor Marcus Aurelius, and governor
of Alexandria, who died in 175 A.D.— clearly the more distinguished of the two Romans.
The early Spanish settlement of Volusia on the St. Johns River,
then, may have been named for the distinguished Roman “Volusio.” One of Spain’s most glorious historical periods was during the
Roman occupation. Seville, for example, produced two Roman emperors, the great Trajan and the more famous Hadrian. Much earlier, Caesar was governor of the province of Seville before
becoming emperor. Spain, like England, adopted the rule of primogeniture before 1492.23 This provided an incentive for the second and subsequent sons to seek their fortunes elsewhere. Just as
many such English sons of landed gentry came to the United
States, so must some have come from Spain to Florida. Such a cultivated person, well versed in history and with his historical heroes,
might well settle on the St. Johns River and name his settlement after one of his historical heroes. Or, perhaps more likely, the Spanish settler’s parents named him for the famous Roman and he
named the settlement for himself. Today’s “Volusia” could have easily evolved from “Volusio.”

23. Rafael Sanchez Mantero, A Short History of Seville, trans. Martin Smith (Seville,
1992), 20, 24, 55.
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The Florida Keys: A History of the Pioneers. By John Viele. (Sarasota:
Pineapple Press, Inc., 1996. xi, 157 pp. Acknowledgments, introduction, photographs, drawings, bibliography, index. $16.95
hardcover.)
John Viele’s The Florida Keys: A History of the Pioneers offers a different view of one of Florida’s most unique and colorful regions.
What sets this book apart from the numerous full-length works and
countless articles, essays and chapters on Keys history is two-fold.
First, Viele limits his subject to the Keys outside of Key West, which
usually dominates accounts of the islands because of its population
and prominence as a governmental, commercial, and military center. Secondly, he focuses his attention on the “common people”
who experienced pioneer life in its truest form, and who usually appear only sporadically amidst a parade of the rich and powerful. As
the author himself defines his theme in the introduction, “These
stories are not about the lawyers, merchants, and ship captains who
made Key West, for a time, one of the richest cities per capita in the
United States. They are about the little known men and women
who beached their boats on isolated Keys and struggled through
the mangroves to begin new lives in a strange and often hostile
semi-tropical wilderness.”
Though the focus is thus narrowed, the chronological boundaries are broad— from the period of European contact to 1940, as
modern “conveniences” and improved transportation and communication lines brought the pioneer period to a close. The author
manages to cover this vast sweep of time without sacrificing his attention to detail or human interest, by viewing each era through the
lives and adventures of a particular individual or group of people.
His style is easy and readable, broken only by several instances
of repeated and overlapping material. The more notable of these
somewhat disconcerting lapses occur in the sections on Joshua Appleby and the Port Monroe settlement of the 1820s (pp. 24-31) and
on the establishment of the naval post at Tea Table Key during the
Second Seminole War (pp. 35 and 50). The fact that portions of
this book are taken from the author’s columns in the Island Navigator and Florida Keys Navigator apparently accounts for these repetitive passages.
[87]
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All in all, this book is well-researched, based both on primary
written materials and, in the later sections, on the recollections of
the pioneers themselves. Several interesting and often ignored segments of the region’s past are explored, including the dramatic
population fluctuations of the mid-nineteenth century (pp. 70 and
81) , economic activities such as charcoal burning and commercial
pineapple production, and the construction of the first overseas
highway in the 1920s.
The author’s interpretation brings few surprises, although his
admiration for the men and women he describes is evident. His
treatment of wrecker Jacob Houseman, for example, is somewhat
more sympathetic than usual. Although he portrays Houseman’s
faults, he also explains the obstacles he faced in competing with
Key West merchants attempting to monopolize the salvage business. Only a few omissions were noted. Again in the section on
Houseman, the wrecker is credited with almost single-handedly
promoting the creation of Dade County, ignoring the part played
by Key West and Miami River resident Richard Fitzpatrick.
The Florida Keys is a good starting place for anyone seeking information on the stretch of islands between the mainland and Key
West, and its diverse and sometimes incredible inhabitants. Students and casual readers alike will find it fast-paced, enjoyable and
a good example of the old adage that facts are often more amazing
than fiction.
Broward County Historical Commission

RODNEY E. DILLON, JR.

Fatal Glory: Narciso López and the First Clandestine U.S. War Against Cuba. By Tom Chaffin. (Charlottesville and London: University
Press of Virginia, 1996. xxiv, 282 pp. Preface, chronology, introduction, illustrations, notes, bibliography, index. $34.95 cloth.)
This is a slightly expanded revision of the author’s Ph.D. dissertation, “Buffalo Hunt: Narciso López and the Clandestine U.S. War
Against Cuba, 1848-1851” (Emory University, 1995). It describes
the four Cuban filibuster expeditions organized by General Narciso López in the U.S. and opposed by the American government.
The book contains a six-page chronology, a filibuster historiography from an American perspective, and good illustrations, although it includes only one map. The rush to publish, to compete
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in a glutted academic job market, leaves this work ingloriously and
fatally flawed. Using mostly secondary sources, Chaffin cites only
six American and two Cuban manuscripts. Among the collections
overlooked are the U.S. Department of State Miscellaneous Letters; the Despatches from U.S. Consuls in Havana; and the Secretary of the Navy Commanders’ Letters, Squadron Letters and
Miscellaneous Letters, containing hundreds of documents regarding the López expeditions. The author also neglected the Spanish
archives in Madrid and Seville and the pro-filibuster newspapers La
Verdad and Cincinnati Nonpareil.
A general omission of Cuban historiography seriously handicaps Chaffin’s account. He tries window-dressing this problem with
a smattering of Cuban sources, mostly cited in other works in English, but is hampered by his Spanish-language incomprehension.
This is obvious when a Spanish sentinel is quoted as saying, “Halta!
qui vive!” As a result, the author has been unable to digest Herminio Portell Vilá’s seminal three-volume, 1,600-page biography,
Narciso López y su época (1930-1958), Chaffin categorizes López as an
annexationist while ignoring that he also fought for Puerto Rican
independence and plotted with former military subordinates in
Cuba to stage garrison revolts coinciding with his landing. The author bases his annexationist argument on one filibuster proclamation written in English, a language that Lopez did not understand.
Chaffin does not analyze the three López proclamations in Spanish
addressed to the Creoles, the Spanish citizens, and the soldiers,
which do not mention annexation and promise independence.
The book also fails to discern that slavery was a divisive issue in Cuban society, and that prominent filibusters Joaquín de Agüero, Gaspar Betancourt, Domingo de Goicouria, Plutarco González and
Cirilo Villaverde, were abolitionists.
Important López expeditionary accounts receive scant coverage, while included are lengthy digressions into the histories of
American cities and political parties, the penny press, Franciscan
missions in California, and American personalities. In contrast,
there are only two brief biographical sketches of Cuban filibusters,
and the roles of Pedro de Agüero, Arnao, Arrieta, Chassagne,
Echeverría, Gener, Goicouria, Plutarco González, Gotay, the Guiteras brothers, José M. Hernández, Lainé, Mendive, Rosis, Valiente,
and others are omitted altogether. The American filibuster leaders
neglected include the Gardiner brothers, William H. Bell, Lewis
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Carr, Walter Biscoe, Samuel Koockogey, Peter Smith and Henry
Theodore Titus, the organizer of the Jacksonville Battalion, who
later fought in Bleeding Kansas and Nicaragua.
The author misspells seven names and scrambles others.
Miguel Teurbe-Tolón, who designed the Cuban flag and coat-ofarms, appears as José Teurbe-Tolón and as Miguel Tolón. Lieutenant Colonel John T. Pickett is also identified as William S. Pickett,
and Venezuelan Ildefonso Oberto-Urdaneta is mentioned as the
Cuban Urdaneta Oberto. The Mobile U.S. Attorney is called both
Peter and Paul Hamilton. Some notes are inaccurate, and in one,
General William Worth, “in fact,” died in May 1848 (p. 229), but
three months later he is with Ambrosio Gonzales (p. 45). López
confers with Jefferson Davis in July 1848, although they did not
meet until the following year.
The account of the 1849 Round Island expedition, which resulted in a nearly three-month U.S. naval blockade, is compressed
into two pages. Chaffin elides that the governor of Mississippi denounced it as a violation of states’ rights, bringing that issue for the
first time into U.S. foreign policy. The description of the capture of
Cárdenas, drawn mostly from two contemporary American
sources, is limited to six pages. In contrast, Portell Vilá dedicated
ninety-five pages to it. Chaffin relies on an erroneous oral source to
say that “North Americans,” and not the Count of Villanueva,
founded Cárdenas. The city grid was laid out not by Yankees, but by
Andrés José de la Portilla. Only two contemporary publications are
cited to briefly describe the three 1851 filibuster trials in New Orleans for violation of the Neutrality Law. There is no mention of
the other filibuster federal court proceedings in Key West, Jacksonville, and New York. As a result, the López filibuster epic still needs
revision from a wider perspective of bilingual primary sources.
Jacksonville

University

ANTONIO RAFAEL

DE LA

COVA

From Welcomed Exiles to Illegal Immigrants: Cuban Migration to the U.S.,
1959-1995. By Felix Masud-Piloto. (Lanham: Rowan & Littlefield, 1996. xxii, 168 pp. Foreword, preface, about the cover, acknowledgments, introduction, tables, bibliography, index.
$50.50 cloth, $19.95 paper.)
Since its emergence as a city one hundred years ago, Miami has
been an alluring destination for persons wishing to start anew.
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Modern Miami’s first rush of settlers were “refugees” from two severe freezes that struck Florida in 1894-1895. Others who followed
included black Bahamians lured by work in the area’s agricultural
fields or at its inns and hotels. Among later arrivals were refugees
from the frigid North who came in quest of milder climes, fortune
seekers in search of quick riches amid the great real estate boom of
the 1920s and soldiers who acquired sand in their shoes while
training in Miami during World War II and returned to that subtropical city following the conflict.
A more traditional immigration model appeared with the sudden influx of sizable numbers of Cubans in the aftermath of Fidel
Castro’s takeover of Cuba in 1959. They came to Miami because it
was the nearest American city of consequence to Cuba and for the
fact that many thousands of Spanish-speaking persons were already
living there (as early as the 1930s Cubans and other Hispanics had
sought out Miami as a haven in the wake of revolutions that rocked
their homelands). Yet these entrants were actually “refugees” or
“exiles” rather than immigrants, since they were fleeing political
oppression, fully expecting to return to their island nation once
Castro was overthrown.
Ironically, this Cuban migration, at first viewed as only temporary, is nearing the end of its fourth decade. In the process, it has
transformed and redefined Miami like no other major American
city. It has delivered more than 700,000 Cuban refugees to Miami
and Dade County, which have emerged, respectively, as an international trade center and a gateway to the Americas, as well as a destination for hundreds of thousands of refugees and immigrants
from other parts of the Caribbean and Latin America. Consequently, Dade County, whose population exceeded two million by
the 1990s was more than fifty-three percent Hispanic; Miami, its
troubled flagship city, counted, in the same era, almost 370,000 residents, seventy percent of whom were Hispanic.
Despite its polemical title, From Welcomed Exile to Illegal Immigrants: Cuban Migration to the U.S., 1959-1995 represents a careful
examination of the complex issues, policies, and activities surrounding the migration of Cuban and, to a lesser degree, Haitian
and Central American refugees to Miami and other U.S. cities.
In the early phases of this work, Masud-Piloto brings historical
perspective to his study before examining the reactions and policies of the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations to the large
influx of refugees from the hemisphere’s first Marxist regime. Dur-
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ing the late 1950s and 1960s when the cold war was at its peak, the
United States extended an enthusiastic welcome to these exiles in
hopes of destabilizing the Castro government by draining it of its
top professionals and discrediting the socialist underpinnings of
his regime, while trumpeting this country’s political and economic
system as the basis for the stunning success of a large number of
Cuban-Americans.
During this period, the United States implemented a program
that called for direct federal assistance to Cuban refugees. Another
critical step came with the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966, an unprecedented immigration measure which welcomed virtually all
Cubans fleeing their homeland and made them eligible for permanent legal residence in the U.S. after just one year.
The author observes the vicissitudes in refugee activity created
by the wily, mercurial, “proactive” Castro, arguing that, throughout
this era, the U.S. “continued treating Cuban immigration on a crisis-to-crisis basis— as part of a political strategy designed to overthrow his revolution, instead of a rational and humane immigration
policy.” Historian Masud-Piloto explains how Castro, in 1965,
caught the United States off guard by announcing that most unhappy Cubans could leave the island. To avoid a massive, unruly influx of refugees, the U.S. sponsored the “Freedom Flights,” a
program which delivered more than 260,000 Cubans to the U.S. between 1965 and 1973. The Mariel Boatlift in 1980 represent another
instance in which Castro surprised the U.S. and the Carter administration, which ultimately opened the floodgates to more than
125,000 refugees, nearly all of whom settled in the Miami area.
By the mid-1990s the end of the cold war; the rise of anti-immigrant feeling; a growing crescendo of protest over the double
standard applied by the U.S. with regard to its treatment of other
Caribbean and Central American refugees vis a vis Cubans; and a
strong determination to end the vast, chaotic, and dangerous voyages of thousands of Cubans by rafts and other small vessels to this
country combined to force the Clinton administration to end the
venerable policy of accepting all who came to the United States
from that troubled island. In 1994, the U.S. and Cuba agreed to a
migration pact that requires the former to issue at least 20,000 visas
annually to Cubans, and calls for the return to Cuba all those who
arrived illegally. Thus, in a dramatic reversal of long-standing policy, the U.S. had begun, for the first time, to place restrictions on a
vast migration that in thirty-five years had drained Cuba of ten per-
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cent of its population and had, in the process, radically transformed Miami into a new Ellis Island and an international city.
Well documented and easy to read, From Welcomed Exiles to Illegal
Immigrants offers an important examination of U.S. policy toward
Caribbean and Central American refugees, and the massive changes
that these newcomers have brought to their adopted homes.
Miami-Dade Community College

PAUL S. GEORGE

A Century of Cuban Writers in Florida. Edited by Carolina Hospital

and Jorge Cantera. (Sarasota: Pineapple Press, Inc., 1996. xvi,
240 pp. Table of contents, acknowledgments, about the editors.
$14.95 paper.)

As the title indicates, this book is a compilation of works written by Cubans who at one point in their lives spent some time in
the state of Florida. Some resided here only temporarily, depending on the political unrest of a given time. Others, like Felix Varela
and Juana Borrero, never returned to Cuba. In fact, it has been the
island’s political situation that has determined the flow of Cubans
to the state.
The editors have included a preliminary essay in which they
analyze the historical ties between Cuba and Florida. The relationship did not develop overnight; the ties between these two neighboring lands go back several centuries. Florida has long been
considered a safe haven for Cubans, and in some cases the place
where political organizations and expeditions to the island have
been conceived and carried out. The editors emphasize the contributions made by Cubans in cities such as Tampa, Ocala, Miami, St.
Augustine and Key West. They also point out the lack of references
to this ethnic group in books about Florida, significant considering
that during the last century Cubans have constituted a large percentage of the total population of these cities. The cigar-manufacturing industry, for example, flourished due to Cuban labor and
expertise. It is also notable that during the early colonial period the
settlement in St. Augustine depended on a subsidy sent from Cuba
to cover its expenses.
In addition to the editors’introduction, which includes a brief
bibliography, the text is composed of selected works from thirtyseven Cuban writers. In some cases, their work was not necessarily
written or published in Florida; nonetheless, their relation to the
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state has marked a distinctive period of their lives. The editors have
included a short introduction to the life and most relevant literary
work of each contributing author. It should be noted that some of
the excerpts included here were originally published in Spanish;
however, all have been translated into English. Editor Carolina
Hospital explains that “the anthology is in English in order to
reach a non-Spanish-speaking audience who may or may not have
a Hispanic ancestry” (xvi). The credit for each translation appears
at the end of the excerpt. In addition to her own work included
here, many of the translations were done by Carolina Hospital.
One the greatest values of this publication is the way in which
it heightens the awareness of readers to the presence of accomplished Cuban writers in Florida. Poets, essayists, and story writers
encompassing a one-hundred-year period of literary history appear
before the reader. Among the many, we have the work of Felix
Varela, Jose Marti, Juana Borrero, Martin Morua Delgado, Enrique
Labrador Ruiz, Hilda Perera, Lydia Cabrera, Eugenio Florit, Roberto Fernández and Gustavo Pérez-Firmat.
This text is an excellent beginning for a thorough study of the
Cuban influence in the state of Florida. I would have liked to have
seen the work of some of the writers listed in the introduction (2425), especially their essays and literary criticism. In addition, it
would have been of great value to those interested in the study of
both cultures to have the original Spanish versions of the works
presented. These suggestions may be the basis for a forthcoming
project or for a continuation of this book. The editors have accomplished a remarkable feat and we hope that texts like the one reviewed here will contribute to further studies on the subject matter
and to a better understanding of the rich heritage found in the
state of Florida.
University of Central Florida

H UMBERTO L Ó

PEZ

CRUZ

The Paleoindian and Early Archaic Southeast. Edited by David G.

Anderson and Kenneth E. Sassaman. (Tuscaloosa and London:
University of Alabama Press, 1996. xvi, 528 pp. Preface, figures,
tables, references, contributors, index. $29.95.)

This work will be an important source for those doing archaeology in the Southeast as well as for students seeking to acquire a
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broad knowledge of early man in this area. It is a synthesis of research on early human settlement during the Paleoindian and
Early Archaic periods from about 11,500 to 8,000 B.C. Based on papers presented at a symposium held at the University of South
Carolina in September 1991, this book provides some sense of the
rich archaeological record of early man in the Southeast. The papers selected are intended to help guide Paleoindian and Early Archaic research in the Southeast in the years ahead and to influence
the way future archaeologists deal with the record of early human
settlement. Considerable emphasis is placed on possible settlement, subsistence, and mobility strategies, particularly with regard
to the availability of raw material for tools. The papers examine
changing technologies and settlement patterns based on rapid climatic and ecological changes and the increased/decreased sedentism accompanying these changes.
The work is divided into three parts: Part I presents current
models of settlement, subsistence, and technological organization;
Part II is a series of detailed reports on numerous sites in each
state, including artifact inventories and descriptions; and Part III
presents commentary and suggestions for the direction of future
research. Many of the papers include information from private collections as well as the work of archaeologists. The papers are well
supported by numerous illustrations, maps, and graphs. Included
also is an extensive list of references and a useful index.
Following the discussion of a regional approach to the entire
subject are chapters devoted to individual states including South
Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee, Alabama, Florida, Mississippi, Kentucky, and Arkansas. The contribution on Florida by James S. Dunbar and S. David Webb differs from the other state reports in that it
deals solely with artifacts of stone. The authors give detailed descriptions and analyses of these artifacts, all recovered from underwater sites in the Aucilla, Santa Fe, Suwannee, Ichetucknee, Silver,
Hillsborough, Wacasassa, and Withlacoochee Rivers and Little Salt
Springs. All artifacts were made from the bone of Pleistocene
megafauna.
The volume gives considerable emphasis to environmental reconstruction and modeling as well as to regional analysis and data
comparison. Conference participants see a need to reanalyze existing collections; conduct large-scale surveys; excavate larger portions of sites; excavate small, more ephemeral sites; and excavate
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sites in locations previously disregarded. A good case is made for
future regional studies.
The Paleoindian and Early Archaic Southeast will be useful as a
handy reference as well as a text for teaching. For many avocational
archaeologists it is also interesting recreational reading. It is an excellent source for acquiring a basic knowledge of early man in the
Southeast and will be a worthwhile addition to the library of anyone, professional or amateur, interested in Paleoindians in the
Southeast.
Gainesville, Florida

MARION S. G ILLILAND

Interpreting Early America: Historiographical Essays. By Jack P. Greene.
(Charlottesville and London: University Press of Virginia, 1996.
xiv, 528 pp. Preface, index. $75.00 cloth, $28.50 paper.)
A collection of twenty-three essays produced over Jack P.
Greene’s remarkable forty-year career as a teacher and scholar, this
book assembles in one volume his most important contributions to
early American historiography. Greene’s interest in this genre both
resulted from and paralleled developments in the field. “As the
number of historians and the volume of historical work grew, historians became far more attentive to the methodological and philosophical problems inherent in the act of writing history, to the
operating assumptions that guided their work, to their varying approaches to the study of the past, and to the differing interpretations they constructed to explain the same events” (ix). These
changes “created a demand for critical appraisals of that literature,
for the identification of emerging issues, and for the evaluation of
conflicting interpretations” (x). Broadly influenced by Frederick
B. Tolles, Richard B. Morris, and especially Edmund S. Morgan,
Greene focused his early historiographic writings on the American
Revolution. Later, as his own scholarly interests changed, and as social and cultural studies moved to the forefront of early American
history, Greene’s writings evaluated the regional and intellectual
frameworks used to describe and analyze the colonial era.
Interpreting Early America is divided into three unequal parts,
“Changing Historical Perspectives,” “Colonial British America,”
and “The American Revolution.” The three chapters in Part One
trace the dramatic expansion of subjects examined by early Ameri-
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canists and evaluate the impact, limitations, and potential of increasing historical inclusiveness. In “Beyond Power: Paradigm
Subversion and Reformulation and the Re-Creation of the Early
Modern Atlantic World,” the only essay in this volume not published previously, Greene describes a “paradigm of power” in history which privileges the study of nation-states, politics, dominant
groups, and individual achievements, over all other subjects. Several developments have challenged this paradigm-expansion of
the social sciences, investigation of non-political forms of history,
growth of non-Western studies in American universities, and recognition of African-American history sparked by the civil rights movement-with varying degrees of success. Yet Greene argues that
“[allthough we have succeeded in getting away from the idea that
history is past politics, we have not been able to divest ourselves of
the teleological notion that history has to or should be organized
along national lines, that colonial diasporas and encounters are
prenational history.” While multiculturalists, footsoldiers in the assault on the power paradigm, have “taken us far away from the idea
that history is the study of dominant social groups,” their work “has
actually contributed to reinforce the national state paradigm.”
With their present orientation, Greene believes they “are unlikely
to complete the project of subverting and reformulating the paradigm of power” (40-41).
The chapters in Part Two include a 1970 interview of Greene
by John A. Garraty and twelve review articles on specific books or
subjects in colonial studies. Reprinted in the chronological order
in which they were written, these essays allow the reader to view the
evolution of early American history topically, methodologically,
and analytically over thirty-five years. A reflection of scholarship
generally, the geographic regions of British America receive detailed, yet unbalanced, attention. Most striking is the sheer volume
of work produced and the pace with which interpretations and subsequent revisions appear.
The seven chapters in Part Three, organized chronologically as
written, are also review articles or surveys of the literature addressing aspects of the American Revolution. Each provides an excellent
introduction to the numerous perspectives and changing interpretations available on this vast subject— Whig, imperial, progressive,
neo-Whig, ideological, and social. Although Greene “eliminated or
shortened in later chapters substantial passages that had been repeated from earlier essays,” the articles in the third section remain
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unnecessarily redundant (xiii). The addition of an afterword addressing the art of historiography or speculating on promising new
research directions would have enhanced his book enormously.
These criticisms notwithstanding, Greene’s ability to summarize concisely and synthesize coherently countless monographs
and articles is extraordinary. The effort required to produce these
historiographic essays is equally apparent. Interpreting Early America
demonstrates that Greene has succeeded in following the advice of
his graduate mentor William Baskerville Hamilton: “be productive,
work on large problems, and always address the widest possible
professional audience” (xiv).
College of William and Mary

MEAGHAN N. DUFF

The Making of Sacagawea: A Euro-American Legend. By Donna J.

Kessler. (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 1996. xii,
259 pp. Illustrations, preface, introduction, notes, works cited,
index, about the author. $29.95 hardcover.)

In her book, The Making of Sacagawea: A Euro-American Legend,
Donna J. Kessler explores the enduring popularity in American
culture of Sacagawea, the Shoshone woman who served as guide
and interpreter for the Lewis and Clark expedition. Avoiding questions about the correct spelling of Sacagawea’s name or the precise
historical details of the Shoshone woman’s life, Kessler uses novels,
sculpture, movies, and popular cultural artifacts to examine the
role that the story of Sacagawea has played in Euro-American
myths of the frontier.
Kessler opens with a summary of frontier literature and suggests that American frontier myths have remained relatively stable
for almost two hundred years. These frontier myths, according to
Kessler, incorporated a belief in manifest destiny, Euro-American
primacy, and the savagery of native America. Kessler argues that Sacagawea’s popularity with white audiences has stemmed from her
usefulness in supporting their understanding of the frontier.
Kessler begins by describing the attitudes of Captains Lewis
and Clark toward Sacagawea and determines that Sacagawea was
not immediately recognized as the heroine of the expedition either by its participants or by the American public. Not until the
Progressive era, according to Kessler, was Sacagawea elevated to the
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position of “Indian Princess,” claimed as a heroine by both suffragists and apologists for westward expansion, and celebrated for her
cooperation and “helpfulness.” Popular texts in the 1940s and
1950s reinforced the Progressive era portrait but added an unrequited romance between Sacagawea and Clark as a tool for reinforcing the taboo against miscegenation. Kessler argues that the
1970s signaled the first serious challenge to the ideology of frontier
myths and consequently to portraits of Sacagawea as a Europeanized Native American. In the last chapter Kessler reveals that she intends her book as a plea for multiculturalism and the creation of a
new mythic narrative that includes the voices of all the inhabitants
of the continent.
Kessler does a good job of illustrating the connections between
popular representations of Sacagawea and Euro-American frontier
myths. She could have strengthened her argument, however, if she
had taken greater care to locate the frontier myth historically and
to acknowledge more fully that it was neither culturally hegemonic
nor always clearly identifiable. Instead, she understates the importance of historical change, emphasizing the persistence of the “essential core” elements of the frontier myth (ll), and then endows
the myth with extraordinary cultural power (17). As a consequence, she treats most of her texts as evidence of the continuing
power of a monovocal and relatively stable frontier myth and downplays any evidence of cultural dissent. She does not address, for instance, Mary Jemison’s captivity narrative that clearly challenges
the idea of native savagery. Moreover, Kessler’s decision to treat the
frontier myth as a monolith prompts her to see female stories of Sacagawea as extensions of male stories about manifest destiny rather
than as challenges to the mythic narrative with its vision of men
conquering a female continent. Had Kessler taken the same view of
the frontier myth that she took of the Sacagawea story— as something contested, malleable, and ever-changing— she might have
been able to offer a more complete explanation for the changing
nature of the Euro-American celebration of Sacagawea.
Unquestionably, Kessler raises important questions about the
relationship of Euro-American ideology to Euro-American perceptions of marginalized people. In particular, this book provides an
excellent starting point for historians who plan to explore cultural
representations of Native Americans. Kessler illustrates especially
well the intersection of concerns about race/ethnicity and gender
in her analysis of the double “otherness” of native women. Most im-
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portant, Kessler offers a much-needed challenge when she asks us
to re-invent ourselves as a nation by re-writing our mythic narratives.
Middle Tennessee State University

SUSAN E. MYERS-SHIRK

Louisa S. McCord: Poems, Drama, Biography, Letters. Edited by Richard

C. Lounsbury. (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia,
1996. xii, 487 pp. Preface, abbreviations, chronology, note on
the texts, genealogical tables, afterword, bibliography, index.
$37.50 cloth.)

Richard C. Lounsbury has provided scholars of women’s history, southern history and political theory with the second volume
of the writings of nineteenth-century South Carolina conservative
intellectual Louisa S. McCord. The first volume, Louisa S. McCord:
Political and Social Essays, reviewed here last year, is a compilation of
her political works drawn from numerous newspapers and pamphlets. The second volume, Louisa S. McCord: Poems, Drama, Biography, Letters, is a collection of her literary efforts including My Dreams
and other poetry; a play, Caius Gracchus; some short biographies; an
account of William T. Sherman’s activities in Columbia; and personal correspondence from before and after the Civil War, including a few letters to Mary Boykin Chestnut. This excellent edition,
then, will appeal to students of southern literature and drama in
addition to historians. Richard C. Lounsbury, an associate professor of classics and comparative literature at Brigham Young University, has done a remarkable job of collecting, editing and
presenting the entire corpus of McCord’s writings— the political,
the literary and the private— in the two volumes.
In the dedication of her 1848 poem My Dreams, Louisa McCord
expressed hope that her literary talents would bring success:
Oft in my bosom the self-flattering thought
Has roused itself— “I, too, may be a poet.”
Certainly, it was from her poetry published in the Southern Literary
Gazette and her play that the public came to know and appreciate
her writing. Contemporaries knew her from these works primarily,
not from her political treatises. McCord lived and wrote in the
South as a woman, a member of the elite planter class who ardently
defended the system. Her most productive years of literary effort
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were the late 1840s through the mid-1850s, a time of economic
boom for planters and a period of increasing sectional tensions
over the issue of slavery. That she wrote while also running a plantation, keeping abreast of the political scene, and maintaining
communication with other Southern intellectuals is a testament to
her energy her dedication to the art and craft of writing and the
confidence she felt. In this context she wrote for her South, for the
public and for herself. In the process she became a respected
thinker and writer.
Through her personal correspondence with family and
friends, one glimpses the vibrant, tough personality of Louisa McCord as she conducted the daily business of a plantation mistress.
The ordeal of the Civil War never left her and, like others of her
class, she was unable to fully deal with the South emerging after defeat. In her account of Sherman’s occupation of Columbia and of
her own home, where General Oliver Otis Howard maintained
quarters, McCord corrected the record about that period. Union
forces did indeed sack the city, she claimed, citing General
Howard’s presence at her home “when it was actually under pillage
of a very thorough kind” (242). Fires, too, were set. She witnessed
a handful of burning cotton that was thrown into her house while
the general was there. McCord did not intend that the harsh realities of the occupation of her town or her South be forgotten. With
the second fine volume, Lounsbury has helped make McCord’s
hopes a reality for late-twentieth-century readers who will come to
know and value her literary skills and her intellectual acumen.
Jacksonville State University

SUZANNE MARSHALL

A Refuge for All Ages: Immigration in Louisiana History. Edited by Carl
A. Brasseaux. Volume X of The Louisiana Purchase Bicentennial Series in Louisiana History. (Lafayette: Center for Louisiana Studies,

1996. x, 716 pp. About the editor, about the series, introduction,
index. $40.00 hardcover.)

The volume reviewed here is one of a series of nineteen books
planned by the Center for Louisiana Studies at the University of
Southwestern Louisiana. Each will cover a different topic and they
will appear between now and 2003, in commemoration of the Louisiana Purchase.
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This collection of essays is an ambitious effort to cover three hundred years of Louisiana history a substantial topic. While a specialist
in one era of borderlands history may cavil at the short treatment of
their particular specialty, the work for the most part succeeds at its
goal: a balanced survey of those who came and stayed. The work will
be standard reading for students of Louisiana for many years.
The introduction is well done. Its ten pages amount to a terse,
but comprehensive, primer on Louisiana history. In the essays chosen for inclusion, Dr. Brasseaux has managed to blend traditional
and “new” social history. He states that his objective is to assemble
papers that are fairly recent and still relevant. He largely accomplishes that end. Some articles included seem at first glance to be
dated, but in retrospect they stand the test of time. One notable example of this is “Spain’s Immigration Policy” by Gilbert Din. It was
first published in 1975, yet is still fresh, informative, and to the
point in fourteen pages including extensive notes.
Only one essay of the forty-nine in the volume strays widely
from the focus of Louisiana. “Death and Revolt,” an account of the
slave trade to French Louisiana, is too lengthy at thirty-one pages,
and meanders away from its main focus for pages at a time. Better
editing of the excerpted article could have accomplished its goal in
half the length taken and would have fit nicely into the average
length in the work.
Some of the essays overlap in content. For example, the five
pieces on Acadian immigration cover much the same ground. This
is the only area of perhaps unnecessary repetition and no period of
Louisiana history seems to have been ignored.
Of particular interest are two articles on the large number of
Vietnamese who came to Louisiana. Given the contemporary problem of integrating large numbers of Southeast Asians into southern
port cities, the essay by Carl Bankston is of interest and meaning to
those concerned with civic affairs.
No historian who studies the Deep South should ignore this
volume. It has informative references of interest to the reviewer in
both the sections on French immigration from 1699 to 1715, and
the Spanish period from 1763 to 1803. This work is a must for the
libraries of all schools serious about southern history.
Panama City, Fla.
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Admiral David Dixon Porter: The Civil War Years. By Chester G. Hearn.
(Annapolis: U.S. Naval Institute Press, 1996. xx, 376 pp. Preface,
introduction, illustrations, notes, bibliography, index, about the
author. $35.00 hardcover.)
David Dixon Porter, the U.S. Navy’s second admiral after David
G. Farragut, was from a famous naval family— his father was Commodore David Porter, a disaffected hero of the War of 1812; Commodore William “Dirty Bill” Porter was his brother; and Admiral
Farragut was a foster brother. Born in Pennsylvania, Porter began
his career as a midshipman in the Mexican navy and was captured
by the Spanish and imprisoned for six months in Havana. He then
joined the U.S. Navy and served in the Mediterranean, off the coast
of Brazil, and in the Coast Survey. His penchant for action was demonstrated by leading a successful landing party at Tabasco in the
Mexican War. For several years in the 1850s he was a civilian steamship captain, but returned to the navy in 1855.
When the Civil War began, Porter audaciously penned his own
orders, posting himself to Pensacola, then secretly placed the document among a stack of papers signed by President Lincoln. He
served on blockade duty in the Gulf, and later cruised off the coast
of South America in an unsuccessful attempt to capture the CSS
Sumter The future admiral played a prominent role in the capture
of New Orleans as commander of the mortar flotilla, then served as
commander of the Mississippi Squadron while participating in the
capture of Vicksburg and the Red River expedition, all of which
were joint army-navy efforts. The same is true of Porter’s final war
effort, in which he took command of the North Atlantic Blockading Squadron during the bombardment and successful landing
that resulted in the capture of Fort Fisher. This closed the Confederacy’s last operating port. After the war Porter was superintendent
of the Naval Academy, served as adviser to the secretary of the navy,
and was in charge of the Board of Inspection. In 1870, he became
the navy’s highest ranking officer.
Porter was favored in Washington because the assistant secretary of the navy was a personal friend, because of Porter’s itch to
fight, and because of his expertise in shifting blame to the army
when things went wrong. He disliked political generals such as Butler and Banks, but made friends with winning professionals such as
Grant and Sherman. At times, however, his many letters and poor
politics combined to force Porter to extricate himself from diffi-
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culty. Porter’s personal characteristics included rash behavior,
some paranoia, much ambition and courage, and a taste for intrigue. (Hearn suggests Porter sent into Vicksburg by kite the note
signed by “many soldiers” calling on Confederate General Pemberton to surrender.)
Hearn, a retired businessman with a strong interest in Civil
War naval history, has scholastic capabilities approaching that of
the professional historian. The research for this work is solid and
the narrative is interesting. Hearn’s strengths are his detailed documentation of interpersonal relationships and strong descriptions
of historical figures. However, his detail is at times distracting as he
writes around the main point. In the first paragraph, for example,
the reader is left unsure where Porter was born. Hearn also duplicates considerable material from his former book on the battle of
New Orleans. Some of the chapter titles are non-descriptive, such
as “A Huge Puff of Smoke” (266)— a reference to the powder ship
that was exploded in an effort to destroy Fort Fisher and capture
Wilmington, North Carolina, a failed scheme Porter thought
would succeed. Unfortunately, Hearn fails to address Porter’s alleged role in the “accidental” sinking of the CSS Florida while in
Union hands at Hampton Roads after the ship’s illegal capture in
Brazil.
Porter is not as renowned as “damn the torpedoes” Farragut,
yet Porter’s place in U.S. naval history is significantly advanced by
Hearn. This is not the first biography of Porter, but it is a major biography of a complex character.
Darton College

R OYCE SHINGLETON

One Dies, Get Another: Convict Leasing in the American South, 18661928. By Matthew J. Mancini. (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 1996. xi, 296 pp. List of illustrations, acknowledgments, introduction, tables, figures, notes, selected bibliography, index. $34.95 hardcover.)
Too few studies have placed the horrid convict leasing system
in a larger political, social, and economic context. Many state studies of this particular labor practice primarily focus on “how” it got
started, but only superficially explain “why” the system started and
“why” it was eventually abandoned in the South during the late
1920s.
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In this well-researched, clearly written study, Matthew J. Mancini places the convict leasing system in a larger context by analyzing the diverse histories of this labor practice in Georgia,
Tennessee, Mississippi, Alabama, North Carolina, South Carolina,
Florida, Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas and Virginia. The author focuses on a definition of convict leasing, why this system developed
during the late 1860s in the South, and why it ended during the
1920s. By examining leasing practices from a state-by-state and regional perspective, Mancini’s monograph describes the individuals
who leased convicts, the daily routine of prisoners, the racial implications of leasing, and the commonalities of this system of servitude throughout the South.
This reliable, exploitative labor system basically started in the
South as a replacement for slavery, as a means of controlling the
perceived rise in crime by blacks, as a response to the demands for
cheap labor by southern and northern industrialists and planters, as
a response to the lack of prisons or prison space in some states, and
as a means of raising revenue for the various states. Mancini argues
that convict leasing was worse than slavery. With slaves, the owner
had an investment to protect: if a slave died because of cruelty, the
slaveholder lost a very valuable investment. Convicts, on the other
hand, were seen as a form of cheap, replaceable labor. As one southern lessee stated, “Before the War, we owned the negroes. If a man
had a good negro, he could afford to keep him. . . . But these convicts, we don’t own ‘em, one dies get another” (2-3). This was, indeed, the essence of the convict lease system throughout the South.
The convict lease system in most states shared several common
denominators: the majority of convicts were blacks, they were brutally treated, they were used as pawns by politicians, and very few reform efforts were effective in terminating this ghastly system of
exploitation. Florida’s frontier nature made convict leasing particularly violent.
Interestingly, Mancini departs from the traditional view that
convict leasing ended because of a humanitarian movement that
swept the South during the 1920s. The author convincingly argues
that it died a slow death due to several factors: some politicians
sought to end this labor system as a way of retaliating against certain lessees; states took convicts from private lessees and used them
on state farms or for other state improvement projects; and because it stopped being profitable when the cost of maintaining a
convict reached that of a free laborer.
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The author clearly establishes the scope of the monograph and
states that it is not an exhaustive study of convict leasing. He is right
in this regard. For instance, a general study that analyzes convict
leasing in Missouri, Kentucky, Oregon, and California yet needs to
be written.
Although Mancini sheds some light on the convict (who was
usually black), he focuses primarily on state officials and others involved in the leasing of prisoners. We know little about the convicts
themselves, especially the majority who were black. The system was
brutal, to say the least, yet we do not know what black convicts
thought, whether all their experiences were the same, or how they
acted under various conditions of this form of servitude. By way of
example, Tunis G. Campbell, a black leader and politician in Georgia’s predominantly black coastal counties, was convicted on
trumped-up charges and spent one year as a convict. He insisted
that all blacks in the South, regardless of status or wealth, were subject to arrest and conviction on the most insignificant charges and
could be leased out as cheap labor. Fortunately, he talked about his
year-long experience under this macabre system, offering us much
of the little insight that we have.
None of these concerns, however, hinders the importance of
Mancini’s study. This work should be of great interest to students of
race relations, black history, southern history, and the history of penal institutions.
Florida A & M University

LARRY E. RIVERS

Varieties of Southern History: New Essays on a Region and Its People. Edited by Bruce Clayton and John Salmond. (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 1996. xiv, 216 pp. Acknowledgments, introduction, bibliographic essay, index, about the editors and authors. $55.00 cloth.)
Varieties of Southern History is a sequel to The South is Another
Land, which appeared nearly a decade ago. While the earlier volume focuses on the twentieth-century South, the current collection
of eleven essays spans colonial to post-World War II southern history. Although the various authors hardly examine the region’s history from a common perspective, the volume as a whole resonates
with a powerful chord composed of a singularity of purpose and a
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passion not always found in today’s historical writing. Each essay
springs from a desire to examine the deeper textures of a region
known for its hidden agonies and its deep wounds, as well as its
ability to limit close self-examination. Thus, the “new” in the subtitle runs much deeper than chronology. These essays, from established and young scholars, reflect new methodological approaches
to exploring and, perhaps, to better understanding the South.
Time will offer one test of the new tacks reflected here, but regardless of the long-term impact of what is written here, these scholars
are excited about their work. That in itself is refreshing. Enthusiasm is no substitute for scholarship, of course, but fortunately
there is much substance contained in the volume as well.
Prompted by what Rhys Isaac calls in the opening essay a desire
“to register the presence of the dark and unspeakable in the
world,” the volume as a whole is, at the very least, engaging and
provocative. But even more than simply registering the presence of
those ugly aspects of the southern experience, the authors want to
drag the ugliness into the light were it can be understood and confronted. Certainly others have done this before, and their work is
apparent here. Wilbur Cash, for example, who from his own perspective moved beyond the obvious aspects of southern existence
as he explored the southern experience, is quoted in several of the
essays. Still, much remains to be done along these lines, as these
scholars make clear.
This collection of essays will appeal to a broad audience, from
ethnographers to political historians. The volume is divided into
three sections: “The Social Sciences and Southern History,” “Southern History through Life History,” and “Labor in the New South.”
The first includes essays which explore the master-slave relationship, slave resistance, and lynching. The second section contains
explorations of creolization, Reconstruction, and southern modernization. The final two essays that comprise the book’s last division explore textile strikes and unionization. And so, those people,
relationships, and events so obvious in the region’s history— slaves,
scalawags, lynching parties, textile workers, women— that are sometimes little known because they are commonplace, are the focus of
the collection. These authors, then, are asking new questions in an
attempt to fill historiographical gaps in southern history.
It is impossible in this overview to examine the thrust of specific essays without slighting others. In some collections, there are
chapters that simply do not deserve to be read, but in the case of
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Varieties of Southern History, the authors and editors have maintained
a high level of writing and thinking. There are, certainly, points for
debate concerning some of the essays, but the volume deserves a
careful read. Perhaps it will not be another decade before the editors issue the next call for essays. As Varieties of Southern History indicates, southern history is clearly vibrant enough to preclude that
much of a wait.
University of West Florida

GEORGE B. E LLENBERG

Huey at 100: Centennial Essays on Huey P. Long. Edited by Glen Jeansonne. (Ruston, La.: McGinty Publications, 1995. ix, 237 pp.
Preface, introduction, about the contributors, appendix, bibliography, index. $22.95 hardcover.)
Drawn from a conference commemorating the centennial of
Huey P. Long’s birth, these eleven essays evaluate the life and legacy
of Louisiana’s most colorful and domineering politician. In little
more than a decade, Long fought his way from a seat on the state’s
railroad commission to become governor, and then later a U.S. senator bent on challenging Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s hold on the
presidency. Along the way, he delivered public works projects
that-with bridges, roads, hospitals, and higher education— allowed the state to move toward a modern twentieth-century economy. The cost for such progressive legislation was prohibitive,
however, as Long established dictatorial control over the statehouse
and any municipality that got in his way. Through bribery, extortion, and the mere threat of arrest for any refusal to obey his command, the “Kingfish” quickly captured the power and influence to
work his way into the national spotlight. Indeed, as Glen Jeansonne’s and Edward Haas’s essays remind us, his presidential ambitions remained unchecked until an assassin’s bullet struck him
down in the halls of the Louisiana Capitol on September 8, 1935.
As with any collection of essays, this volume is at times uneven
in its analysis of Long’s brief but controversial career. The strongest
chapters place the man within a broad historical backdrop that illustrates, for example, the richness of Louisiana’s political factions
and populist traditions. The weakest dwell upon relatively obscure
and, to some extent, unimportant details, such as whether or not
Long was mistakenly killed by his own bodyguards.
The more thoughtful essays of Huey at 100 come to terms not
only with the subject of Long himself, but with the historiographi-
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cal legacy of two of his most important biographers, T. Harry Williams and Robert Penn Warren. While both men shared a similar
distaste for Long’s tendency to, in the words of Williams’1969 Pulitzer Prize-winning work, “look on power as something to be
gained for the sheer pleasure of its use,” they differed on the implications of the Kingfish’s cynical manipulation of mass politics (27).
For Williams, Huey Long was a “good mass leader” whose excesses
have to be measured against a progressive vision that provided real
services to the people who needed them most. Matthew J. Schoot
takes issue with such a position and asserts that, regardless of material conditions, Long’s amoral power politics were inexcusable.
Alan Brinkley argues for a more sophisticated appreciation of
Long’s place in southern and depression-era politics. Recognizing
that Louisiana’s electorate was not necessarily duped by, but rather
responded rationally to, a man who promised to redress “real social
and economic grievances,” Brinkley reminds historians to appreciate one of the most important insights of Warren’s fictional portrait of Long (30). In a modern world that seems to consistently
alienate individuals from civic institutions, the citizenry of a modern democratic republic cannot abdicate its responsibility to acquire the knowledge necessary to cope with complex social
problems. Thus the Kingfish’s career becomes an effective cautionary tale that suggests that the success of politicians who offer demagoguery as solutions to complex problems is more the fault of the
citizenry than their leaders.
As editor, Glen Jeansonne has done an admirable job in imposing
thematic coherence upon the disparate material that so often accompanies academic conferences. In addition to Jeansonne’s brief biography, the annotated bibliography adds much to a worthy introduction
to an important legacy of twentieth-century southern politics.
University of Florida

MICHAEL D AVID T EGEDER

Harry Byrd of Virginia. By Ronald L. Heinemann. (Charlottesville
and London: University Press of Virginia, 1996. x, 511 pp. Preface, illustrations, notes, bibliography, index. $29.95 cloth.)
Harry Flood Byrd was a rare creature among American political figures. He held power concurrently at the state and national
levels for over thirty years, and controlled politics in Virginia for
over four decades. Through “the Organization,” Byrd decided
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what legislation to support or oppose, controlled the selection of
candidates for state office, and left an indelible, but unfortunate,
imprint on the Old Dominion’s tendency to adhere slavishly to a
course of social and economic conservatism. During Byrd’s thirtytwo years in the U.S. Senate, he fought for essentially the same conservative economic and social policies at the national level. His demands for “responsible” fiscal policies of low taxation and
spending became a mantra which he trotted out on almost every
conceivable occasion.
Ronald L. Heinemann, an historian at Hampden-Sydney College, provides us with the first full-length study of this influential
figure. Heinemann’s work is detailed, thorough, and even-handed.
He has skillfully utilized a variety of relevant primary and secondary sources.
That said, Byrd’s biographer goes beyond careful qualification
to exhibit a disturbing tendency to contradict himself. He casts
Byrd in the early going as a largely self-made man, but we gradually
learn that the newspaper, orchards, and political career that Byrd
was running by his early twenties were all, more or less, gifts from
his father and uncle. Similarly, Heinemann is critical of Byrd’s narrow social conscience as Virginia governor during the 1920s, his inability to see beyond “what was good for the business community,
or the Organization, or Harry Byrd” (105). But the author disputes
himself by reasoning that the 1920s were known for their political
retrenchment and dominance of commerce, and that Byrd could
not readily have strayed too far from his followers’conservatism,
even if he had tried. Heinemann describes Byrd as having “close,
loving relationships” (16) with his children, but later informs the
reader that Byrd was blocked from developing close relationships
with his children because of his busy political life and “stern nononsense attitude” (107), Similar inconsistencies occur when Heinemann attempts to reconcile Byrd’s stand on McCarthyism and
his hatred for Harry Truman, and when he assesses his role in the
Senate.
Overall, what this biography lacks is a feeling for the larger environment in which Byrd lived and moved. Heinemann has no
problem keeping the focus on his subject— at times it is too close.
Although the dust jacket promises a study that will acknowledge
Byrd’s significant achievements as well as his substantial flaws, the
book is weighted (as Byrd’s political career was) heavily toward the
latter. His career moves from one depressing stand to another,
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most in defense of conservative fiscal policies and retention of the
status quo despite any cost in human terms: his opposition to FDR,
Frances Perkins, Henry Wallace, Aubrey Williams, the Bankhead
Cotton Act, the WPA, CCC, NLRA, FLSA, and the “sit-down strike,”
as well as virtually any other measure to benefit working men and
women; his later hatred of Harry Truman and his civil rights initiatives; a disgraceful leading part in the architecture of “massive resistance,” as well as his almost dinosaur-like resistance to Medicare,
the Voting Rights Act, and other social and economically enlightened programs of the Great Society. Despite careful research on
these episodes and a clear retelling of events, Heinemann neglects
an important component of the story: a discussion and analysis of
Virginia’s own enduring affection for conservatism— an affection
that both preceded and survived Harry F. Byrd.
The reader cannot help but be impressed by Byrd’s genial,
gentlemanly personality and his tight control the Byrd Machine—
through thorough organization, attention to detail, pragmatism,
decisiveness, energy, and leaving nothing to chance. Yet should this
propensity at machine organization and political bossism be considered “an achievement?” Ronald Reagan, too, had an agreeable
personality, yet his legacy in terms of economic and social policies,
like Byrd’s, is one more akin to destruction than achievement.
Despite these reservations, Heinemann’s work is a solid contribution to the literature of twentieth-century Virginia and southern
politics.
University of Alabama at Birmingham

GLENN F ELDMAN

Socializing Security: Progressive-Era Economists and the Origins of American Social Policy. By David A. Moss. (Cambridge and London:

Harvard University Press, 1996. 264 pp. Introduction, notes, acknowledgments, index. $39.95 hardcover.)

David Moss, an assistant professor at Harvard Business School,
has published the first book-length study devoted exclusively to the
leadership and legislative campaigns of the American Association
of Labor Legislation (AALL). During the Progressive Era, the
AALL promoted laws for worker safety and security, achieving success in campaigns to reduce occupational diseases and mandate
workers’compensation. Although the AALL failed in its early cru-
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sades for unemployment and health insurance, its approach to employee security later influenced New Deal labor policies and
continues to affect the nation’s welfare system. Moss’clearly written account analyzes the goals and assumptions of AALL leaders,
surveys the association’s successes and failures, and examines its
legacies.
Although many prominent businessmen, labor leaders, and
politicians joined the AALL, academic economists including Richard Ely, John Commons, Henry Farnam, Henry Seager, and John B.
Andrews dominated the organization. AALL economists conceived
of themselves as disinterested social scientists who could best advise
government in correcting the worst abuses of industrial capitalism.
Theyjustified state intervention as the best way to safeguard the nation’s labor resources and stifle the appeal of socialism. Building
on the American tradition of preferring prevention to relief, the
AALL sought to protect workers by forcing employers to pay more
of the social costs of accidents, disease, and unemployment.
With the AALL playing an important role, more than forty
states and the federal government passed workers’compensation
laws in the 1910s. Moss argues persuasively that many businessmen
supported the AALL’s initiatives because liability laws already made
employers potentially responsible for injuries to workers. The
AALL also successfully battled to reduce occupational hazards,
most notably in securing a 1912 law that used the federal tax power
to outlaw the manufacture of phosphorus matches. Before the passage of this innovative measure, workers in match factories risked
contracting “phossyjaw,” a horribly disfiguring and sometimes-fatal
disease. Moss’ interesting chapter on the match campaign was published as a separate article in Business History Review in 1994.
The AALL failed to enact state laws for unemployment insurance and compulsory health insurance in the Progressive Era. An
AALL-backed unemployment bill died in the Massachusetts legislature in 1916, partly due to improved economic conditions spurred
by World War I. An AALL plan to provide health insurance for
workers through a program financed by employers, employees,
and the public came closest to passage in the New York legislature
in 1919. Moss concisely identifies the many obstacles faced by the
AALL in the health insurance battles, including opposition from
insurance carriers, the American Medical Association, and the National Association of Manufacturers. The distrust of meddlesome
academics and fear of creeping socialism also contributed to the
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AALL’s defeat. Despite these setbacks, Moss argues that AALL leaders influenced New Deal welfare policies, especially by their emphasis on worker security instead of direct relief.
Moss, the author of a 1992 Yale dissertation on the AALL, has
investigated a variety of sources, including the microfilmed papers
of the AALL, its leaders’published works, and various legislative
and court records. Moss’ extensive notes reveal his familiarity with
the appropriate secondary literature on progressivism, labor law,
and social welfare. As Moss admits, the desperately poor, including
many black Americans, receive little treatment in his book, reflecting the AALL’s focus on the regularly employed. On the other
hand, Moss devotes a fascinating chapter to Progressive-Era wage
and hours legislation for women workers, analyzing the dilemma
faced by AALL leaders caught in the battle between equal-rights
and protective-legislation feminists.
Students of Florida history will find little specifically on their
state in Moss’account. Florida, after all, did not enact a workers’
compensation law until 1935. All those interested in the current
debates over national health insurance and welfare reform, however, will find Moss’ book relevant.
Jacksonville

University

E RIC T HOMAS

Race, Poverty, and American Cities. Edited by John Charles Boger and

Judith Welch Wegner. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996. xi, 602 pp. Preface, afterword, list of contributors,
index of statutes, general index. $59.95 cloth, $24.95 paperback.)
Race, Poverty, and American Cities is an edited compilation of essays that examines the social and economic state of urban minorities in the mid-1990s. The conclusions and forecasts of the book’s
twenty contributors are mixed. While evidence suggests that many
people of color have achieved tremendous socioeconomic gains
and entered the threshold of the American middle class since the
late 1960s numerous minorities are still mired in substandard
housing and educational facilities, and limited in their access to
meaningful employment, health care, and residential mobility.
The conceptual origins of this book came in the wake of the
1992 Los Angeles riots. The devastating violence and destruction
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occurring after the first Rodney King verdict forced politicians, activists, and theorists to acknowledge that different solutions were
needed to combat America’s post-modern urban crisis. In February
1993, ten months after the Los Angeles rebellion, many noted
scholars and policy makers assembled in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, to attend a colloquium sponsored by the University of North
Carolina Department of City and Regional Planning, UNC Law
School, and the Charles and Shirley F. Weiss Fund for Urban Livability. Many of the essays published in this ambitious book were
presented at the Chapel Hill conference, and together present an
updated analysis of America’s racial, social, economic, and political
climate through late 1995.
The volume’s editors and contributors used the seminal
Kerner Commission Report as a benchmark by which to measure
societal progress and decline over the past three decades. When
the report was released in March 1968, Kerner commissioners predicted that if white leaders didn’t make a conscious effort towards
eradicating racial segregation, curtailing housing and employment
discrimination, creating a spirit of cooperation between shrinking
central cities and expanding suburban hinterlands, and providing
a balanced media portrait of minority trials and triumphs, that the
United States would continue to be divided into “two societies, one
black, one white-separate and unequal. . . .” Unfortunately, nearly
thirty years later, as many people of color used affirmative action
and federal anti-discrimination legislation as a ticket to escape urban poverty, a rapidly expanding racial underclass still faces many
of the same problems described in the Kerner report a generation
ago. The difficult plight of distressed city dwellers is further compounded by America’s lack of national will to expand programs directed at helping its poorest citizens. The book’s contributors also
suggest that the combative nature of American politics and society
in the 1990s hamper any overtures to reduce the social and economic imbalance between cities and suburbia.
This well-written and researched study also has its share of
weaknesses. Due to the book’s organizational layout, many essays
overlap and constantly repeat major themes. Furthermore, the researchers tend to center their analysis on the urban Northeast and
Midwest, and offer only a cursory examination of the metropolitan
South and West. The lack of a more substantive probe of minority
issues in the Sunbelt is unfortunate, especially considering the economic and population growth that has taken place in the region
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since the end of World War II. In addition, the unrest occurring after a white police officer shot and killed an African-American motorist during a traffic stop in St. Petersburg in October 1996 was the
fifth major race riot to have taken place in Florida since 1980. The
fact that many of the recent urban disturbances have taken place in
the Sunbelt suggests that the social and economic problems examined in this volume are even worse than described. Regardless, this
book’s strengths far outweigh its flaws. Although this study is too
dense for most lay readers, research scholars and policy experts will
find it a valuable contribution towards understanding the challenges faced by urban minorities as the second millennium draws
to a close.
Rutgers University

BRIAN ADKINS

When Dempsey Fought Tunney: Heroes, Hokum, and Storytelling in the
Jazz Age. By Bruce J. Evensen. (Knoxville: The University of Ten-

nessee Press, 1996. xviii, 214 pp. Introduction, illustrations,
notes, bibliography, index. $34.00 cloth, $16.95 paper.)

Philadelphia Sesquicentennial Stadium, September 23, 1926.
In one corner the hard-charging Jack Dempsey, heavyweight champion of the world, peered from beneath his thick brow. In the
other corner stood the challenger, Gene Tunney, the scientific
boxer. Watching from ringside and beyond were the likes of Charlie Chaplin, Al Jolson, William Randolph Hearst, and 129,997
other spectators. Some 39 million Americans hovered around radios across the country. It was the golden age of boxing; it was also
the age of the modern newspaper sports department. Eight hundred correspondents committed two million words to the match.
Great fighters were made in the press as well as in the ring.
This— mass-mediated culture and the making of a sports
hero— provides the focus for Bruce Evensen’s brief monograph.
No sports figure could compare to Jack Dempsey. He owed his
fame to the rising popularity of boxing and to the country’s major
daily newspapers. With the help of self-promotion, the Manassa
Mauler generated more media attention than even Babe Ruth.
Dempsey had learned the hard way about the newspapers’
power to make or break a prize fighter’s career. Early on, he quit
boxing after his record failed to impress sportswriters. With no na-
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tional boxing association in existence, businessmen, promoters,
and media popularity determined who got a shot at a title fight. But
boxing manager Dot Kearns saw potential in the scrappy fighter,
and lured him back into the ring. Expertly skilled in the art of ballyhoo, Kearns had a knack for getting Dempsey’s name on the
sports page.
While playing the media, the savvy manager guided Dempsey
through a succession of fights to a 1919 title challenge against
heavyweight champion Jess Willard. Three one-sided rounds gave
Dempsey the championship. By this time, Kearns and Dempsey
had hooked up with Tex Rickard, the king of sports promotion and
the man who turned title fights into million-dollar, mass-mediated
spectacles, including the 1926 and 1927 Dempsey-Tunney title
matches.
Despite the handicaps of an ugly divorce and Dempsey’s controversial World War I draft evasion, Kearns and Rickard cultivated
a media star. Integral in the manufacture of Dempsey’s celebrity
was the tall-tale telling of star sportswriters. Throughout the book,
Evensen deftly examines the tension between the values of jazz-age
journalists and those of veteran editors committed to news integrity.
But this theme alone fails to bring the study to full potential.
The book begs for a historical context, and for the big picture of
life and sports in the 1920s, that gives perspective to the development of mass communications, the sport of boxing, and the rise of
the modern hero/celebrity. Evensen also fails to make a distinction
between a hero and a celebrity, leaving one to wonder how the cultural values embodied in Dempsey the public figure differed from
those in traditional and even contemporary American heroes.
Evensen begins the book describing Dempsey the westerner and
Tunney the easterner as symbols of a cultural struggle between the
frontier past and the urban present. Unfortunately, he carries his
promise of an insightful discussion no further than the introduction.
Nor does he venture into Florida, where in early 1926 a Tampa
land boomer staged a Dempsey exhibition bout to promote his real
estate development. The Tampa event is a revealing story about the
media’s role in parlaying Dempsey’s mass-mediated celebrity into
profit for private enterprise. An examination of the sports celebrity’s place in the get-rich-quick milieu of the 1920s would have
benefited the book’s contextual limitations.
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Part of the book’s problems stem from Evensen’s overdependence on newspapers and biographical materials for his evidence.
Granted, the book is about the printed media. But Evensen rarely
penetrates newspaper print to analyze the animating forces behind
mass-mediated culture.
Incisive analysis has added to the growing sophistication of
sport history in recent years, reinforcing its legitimacy as serious
scholarship. Within this field, if not for the shortcomings, When
Dempsey Fought Tunney “coulda’ been a contenda’.”
University of Alabama at Birmingham

JACK E. DAVIS

Reversing Course: Carter's Foreign Policy, Domestic Politics, and the Failure
of Reform. By David Skidmore. (Nashville and London: Vander-

bilt University Press, 1996. xxii, 234 pp. Acknowledgments, introduction, notes, bibliography, index. $29.95 hardcover.)

In Reversing Course: Carter's Foreign Policy, Domestic Politics, and the
Failure of Reform, David Skidmore declares, “The seventies were a

period of aborted change in American foreign policy” (xi). The
relative international power of the United States declined. According to Skidmore, declining “hegemons” experience a gap between
resources and commitments. A “strategy of adjustment” attempts
to narrow the gap, while a “strategy of resistance” defends traditional responsibilities. Jimmy Carter attempted to implement a
strategy of adjustment. He failed. In Reversing Course, Skidmore analyzes the causes of Carter’s failure.
Carter’s foreign policy changed between 1977 and 1981. “Conventional wisdom portrays Carter’s early policies as either incoherent or confused or intensely moralistic,” Skidmore writes. “Policy
change, represented by the abandonment of liberal reformism, is
most often attributed to international constraints. Neither view is
persuasive” (26). He insists, “Carter promised to overcome America’s obsession with communism, adopt a skeptical attitude toward
the utility of military force, and loosen the country’s embrace of
Third World dictators” (xi). Moreover, he contends, “International
developments in the late seventies conformed more closely to the
administration’s early assumptions and expectations than to the
views of Carter’s critics” (55). Nevertheless, Carter moved toward
traditional Cold War policies. Skidmore observes, “An initially co-
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herent strategy of adjustment gradually gave way to an almost
equally coherent strategy of resistance” (51).
Why did Carter’s foreign policy move 180 degrees in four
years? Skidmore writes, “This study argues that domestic constraints played the most important role in explaining the failure
and abandonment of Carter’s adjustment strategy. Public skepticism and elite opposition to reform raised the political costs of policy change to intolerable levels, prompting the administration to
retreat from its initial liberal internationalist orientation. Each of
these constraints can be traced back to the domestic politics of the
Cold War era” (xvi). Harry Truman, and the Cold Warriors who
succeeded him, sold the Communist menace too well. Even three
decades later, the simplicities of containment in a bipolar world
view comforted Americans. In the end, Skidmore reasons, “Carter’s
attempts to bring about adjustment in U.S. foreign policy were stymied by ideological and institutional legacies of the Cold War
years” (81).
Ronald Reagan’s foreign policy was a “mirror image” of
Carter’s (151). “While Reagan’s vision of an America once again
‘standing tall’on the international scene proved popular at home,
at least initially,” Skidmore asserts, “his administration’s foreign
policies suffered from a yawning gap between promise and performance” (152). He concludes: “During the seventies and eighties,
the U.S. faced the challenge of responding to declining relative
power. . . . The challenge, never fully addressed, remains with us”
(174).
Skidmore outlines his argument clearly and surveys the pertinent scholarship. His insistence on the validity of Carter’s policy of
adjustment and the failure of Reagan’s policy of resistance will
elicit heated rebuttals from defenders of the Gipper. Foreign policy
specialists are the most contentious of American scholars. Traditionalists, realists, and revisionists have tussled for decades over the
intricacies of Cold War conflict. Skidmore has fired the opening
volley on a new battleground. He describes his interpretation as
“frankly revisionist” (26). Realists will respond with a cannonade of
hairsplitting, blood will boil, and reputations will hang in the balance. Only those committed to the fray will need to buy Reversing
Course.
Texas A & M University— Texarkana
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BOOK NOTES
Norton H. Moses, professor of history at Montana State University-Billings, has compiled Lynching and Vigilantism in the United
States: An Annotated Bibliography for Greenwood Press (1997). This
464-page bibliography of one of the darker aspects of American
history begins in the 1760s and covers more than 4,200 books, articles, government documents, and unpublished theses and dissertations dealing with the history of vigilante movements, lynchings,
and anti-lynching activities. This book also includes fiction, poetry,
and films that examine lynching and vigilantism. Lynching and Vigilantism in the United States is available in hardcover for $85.00 from
Greenwood at P. O. Box 5007, Westport, CT 06881-9990.
The University of Tampa Press announces the publication of
Rowena Ferrell Brady’s Things Remembered: An Album of African
Americans in Tampa, a work which documents through text and 450
photographs the evolution of one African-American community
during the Jim Crow era. Many of the book’s photographs were
supplied by the author, a native Tampian and retired schoolteacher, thus giving the work its personal quality. Brady’s goal, as
she states in the book’s preface, is “to offer interested persons . . .
the immediate world in which my parents, their friends, and relations lived. . . .” (10). In this she succeeds. Through photographs of
black-owned businesses, social and civic clubs, housing projects,
and places of worship, Things Remembered conveys Tampa’s vitality
and diversity. The book includes an introduction by Canter Brown,
Jr., historian in residence at the Tampa Bay History Center. Copies
of Things Remembered are available for $39.90 from the University of
Tampa Press, 401 West Kennedy Blvd., Tampa, FL 33606. Or call
the Press at (813) 253-6266.
The Historical Museum of Southern Florida announces the release of Miami Bibliography, created and compiled by Susan Weiss, librarian at Florida International University, and edited by Rebecca
Eads. Composed of extensive annotated entries, the bibliography
covers a wide range of topics— from the arts to vice— and includes
older articles not generally found in databases and other computer
indexes. The periodical and book entries cover Miami, Dade
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County, and its separate municipalities. Miami Bibliography costs
$9.95. For your copy, call the Historical Museum of Southern Florida at (305) 375-1622.
The South Walton Three Arts Alliance has recently made available The Way We Were: Recollections of South Walton Pioneers. According to contributor Carol McCrite, “this is not an oral history, but a
compilation of the recollections and memories of the people who
carved out a life in a wilderness that failed to conquer their human
spirit” (x). Readers can learn about individuals as different as
“Aunt Bama Love: Midwife and Medicine Woman” and the tender
of the Highway 331 draw bridge. The remembrances and essays are
accompanied by photographs, drawings, and artistic reproductions
of local landmarks. This idiosyncratic book is published by Vitro
Press and is available for $18.50 plus postage and handling from
the South Walton Three Arts Alliance, PO Box 2042, Santa Rosa
Beach, FL 32459.
Originally published as a pamphlet in 1936, Revolt Among the
Sharecroppers is socialist activist Howard Kester’s eyewitness account

of the early years of the Southern Tenant Farmer’s Union. Now reprinted in paperback by the University of Tennessee Press, this edition will introduce a new generation of readers to a remarkable
interracial rural social movement. In accessible prose, Kester renders an impassioned, radical critique of the New Deal, in particular, of “that economic monstrosity and bastard child of a decadent
capitalism and a youthful Fascism, the [Agricultural Adjustment
Act]” (26). Alex Lichtenstein, assistant professor of history at Florida International University, is largely responsible for this reprint
and contributes the book’s impressive introduction. Revolt Among
the Sharecroppers is available from the University of Tennessee Press
(l-800-621-2736) in paperback for $14.50.
Two important works in Florida history are now available for
the first time in paperback from the University Press of Florida.
Michael Gannon, distinguished service professor of history at the
University of Florida, first published Rebel Bishop: Augustin Verot,
Florida's Civil War Prelate in 1964. This biography of a controversial
mid-nineteenth-century Floridian is valuable for its insights on the
history of the state, the Catholic Church in the United States, and
the Civil War. Rebel Bishop was declared “sprightly, well-written, and
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scholarly” when reviewed here in 1965. Swamp Sailors in the Second
Seminole War by George E. Buker, originally published in 1975, describes U.S. naval operations in the Everglades. The exceptional,
nonmaritime circumstances of that war required the navy to adopt
new strategies, namely riverine warfare. In 1975 a reviewer for this
journal pronounced Swamp Sailors “required reading for all American military and naval historians.” Both Rebel Bishop and Swamp Sailors in the Second SeminoLe War are available in paperback from the
University Press of Florida for $19.95 and $16.95 respectively. For
your copy, please call l-800-226-3822.
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HISTORY NEWS
Call for Papers

The Florida Historical Quarterly is planning a special issue for
1998 to commemorate the fortieth anniversary of the founding of
the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). Papers on any aspect of the space industry, particularly its effect on
Florida, are welcome. Manuscripts should follow guidelines as
printed in the Quarterly and should be submitted for consideration
by October 1, 1997.
A conference organized by historian Catherine Clinton entitled “Families at War: Conflicts and Loyalties in the Civil War
South,” will be held at the University of Richmond on April 25-26,
1998. The conference will showcase research in the social history of
the Civil War South, particularly the war’s impact on family life and
relationships. Please send a two-page abstract and curriculum vita
by October 15, 1997, to Professor Catherine Clinton, Department
of History, University of Richmond, Richmond, Va., 23173. For
conference inquiries, contact Professor Clinton by phone: (202)
862-8917; FAX: (202) 862-8569; or E-mail: redhead2@mail.idt.edu.
The Children's Chronicle: A Civil War Newsletter, an eight-page
quarterly covering political, social and military history, solicits articles on the Civil War. Articles should be between one paragraph
and a page-and-a-half in length. Topics considered include biographies, battle narratives, games, edited primary documents, and accounts of children’s activities. For information contact James
Marten, P.O. Box 1881, Marquette University Milwaukee, Wis.,
Phone: (414) 288-7591; E-mail: martenj@
53201-1881.
vms.csd.mu.edu.

The Southeast World History Association, a regional affiliate of
the World History Association, announces that its 10th Annual
Meeting will be hosted by The College of Charleston (Charleston,
SC) on November 14 and 15, 1997. The conference will be held in
the newly restored Francis Marion Hotel located in Charleston’s
Historic District. Proposals for individual papers, complete panels,
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or roundtable sessions may be sent to: Dr. Alan LeBaron, Department of History, Kennesaw State University, 100 Chastain Road,
Kennesaw, Ga., 30144.
The annual meeting of the Oral History Association will be
held at Buffalo, NY. The theme of the conference is “Crossing the
Boundary, Crossing the Line: Oral History on the Border.” Deadline
for paper proposals is December 15, 1997. For details, contact Debra
Bernhardt, Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, 70 Washington
Square South, New York, NY 10012. Phone: (212) 998-2640; FAX:
(212) 995-4070; E-mail: bernhrdt@elmerl.bobst.nyu.edu.
Proteus: A Journal of Ideas seeks articles for a special issue entitled “American Civil Rights Movement in Global Perspective.” The
editors desire articles that examine the American civil rights movement, its origins, and its legacies from a wide range of perspectives.
Articles might address the following questions: How has the civil
rights movement affected the South, the United States, and/or the
world? What are the connections between the American civil rights
movement and other movements for social justice in the United
States and abroad? What problems must still be addressed to realize the visions of civil rights leaders on a regional, national, or even
a global level? Manuscripts must be postmarked by October 1, 1997. Publication date is March 1998. Send five manuscript copies to: Proteus
Managing Editor, Old Main 302, Shippensburg University, 1871
Old Main Drive, Shippensburg, Pa., 17257-2299. Phone: (717) 5321206.

Awards

The Georgia Historical Society announced dual winners of its
Malcolm and Muriel Bell Award, presented in odd-numbered years
to the best book on Georgia history published over the previous
two years. The $1000 award was shared by Mart Stewart for “What
Nature Suffers to Groe”: Life, Labor and Landscape on the Georgia Coast,
1680-1920 (University of Georgia Press, 1996), and Melissa Fay
Greene for The Temple Bombing (Addison Wesley, 1995). Steward is

associate professor of history at the University of Western Washington; Greene is an independent writer in Atlanta. The awards were
presented at the Society’s annual meeting in Savannah in April.
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Conferences

The University of Georgia will host a two-day symposium on
“Slavery in the Francophone World: Literary, Cultural, and
Historical” on October 15 and 16, 1997. Presentations by fifteen
French, American, and Caribbean scholars will explore the
linkages between slavery and race in the American South and the
French Caribbean, most notably in the form of post-revolutionary
Haitian refugees, along with other issues ranging from the role of
women of color, free and slave, in the urban South; comparative
perspectives of Caribbean and American identities; and the
postcolonial legacy of slavery in French literature. A highlight of
the conference will be the first English-language production of
Guadeloupean writer Maryse Conde’s play, In the Time of the
Revolution: Chasing the Greased Pig of Freedom? The symposium will be
held at UGA’s Center for Continuing Education, in conjunction
with the 23rd annual Nineteenth Century French Studies
Colloquium, which follows on October 17-20. For more
information, contact Professor Doris Kadish, Department of
Romance Languages, University of Georgia, Athens, GA 30602;
phone: (706) 542-3121; email: dkadish@uga.cc.uga.edu.
New Acquisitions

The Matheson Historical Center in Gainesville proudly announces the following new acquisitions: Mari Baker Diary (c.
1860s), on North Florida plantation life; Day book of a circuitriding preacher in North Florida (c. 1860s); Journal of Dr. W. H.
Simmons (1823) ; Simmons was commissioned to locate the seat of
government of the territory of Florida. For more information, contact Patricia Bartlett, Director, Matheson Historical Center (352)
378-2280.
Exhibits, Workshops, and Associations

The Tampa Bay History Center is in search of patrons to loan
objects, photographs, newspaper clippings, and other artifacts related to the city’s cigar industry, which could possibly be included
in an exhibit to be presented at the center from January through
April 1998. The Center is accepting the loan of cigars, tobacco
leaves, cigar boxes, Tampa cigar labels, Tampa cigar bands, cigar
rolling table, chairs, tobacco cutter, cigar cutter, cutting board, ci-
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gar holder, spittoon, press, molds, cigar maker’s clothing, lector’s
clothing, postcards, newspaper articles and family memorabilia, in
addition to photographs of historic and contemporary cigar factories, cigar workers, Ybor City, West Tampa, and shotgun houses. For
more information, call (813) 228-0097.
Historic Buildings Workshop: Preservation, Care and Maintenance of Historical Structures, will be held at the 1891 Tampa Bay
Hotel, August 10-12, 1997. The workshop will feature laboratory
sessions, nationally renowned speakers, practical solutions to neglect or past mistakes, cost-effective maintenance, and conservation of architectural elements. For more information and
registration brochure, call Barbara Pennington at (813) 253-6225.
This workshop is funded by the State of Florida, Bureau of Historic
Preservation, and is sponsored by the University of Tampa, in partnership with the Henry B. Plant Museum; the Florida Trust for Historic Preservation; Florida Association of Museums; Chiselers, Inc.;
City of Tampa; Historic Tampa/Hillsborough County Preservation;
and Tampa Preservation, Inc.
The Southern Historical Association welcomes new members.
Founded in November 1934, the SHA encourages the study of history in the South, with emphasis on the history of the South. The
Association publishes The Journal of Southern History, a quarterly that
appears in February, May, August, and November. For more information on the Southern Historical Association, please write: The
Southern Historical Association, c/o Secretary-Treasurer William
F. Holmes, History Department, University of Georgia, Athens, GA
30602-1602
Obituaries

Florida’s historical community was deeply saddened by the loss
of history professor, author, and activist James J. Horgan, who died
on May 3, 1997, at the age of 56. A native of New England, Dr. Horgan received his bachelor’s degree from the Athenaeum of Ohio in
Cincinnati, and his master’s and doctorate from St. Louis University before coming to Florida in 1965 to assume a position at Saint
Leo College. Dr. Horgan was the author, co-author, or editor of several books including Pioneer College (a history of Saint Leo College) , The Historical Places of Pasco County, Social Justice: The Teachings of
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Catholics, Protestants, Jews, and Muslims, Florida Pathfinders, and Florida Decades. A popular and decorated teacher, Dr. Horgan also was

deeply involved in the fight for social justice. He was a founding
member of the Pasco County NAACP, and in 1972-73, he was national director of research of Cesar Chavez’s United Farm Workers
Union. Dr. Horgan was president of the Pasco County Historical
Society from 1989 to 1991, and in 1994, he was elected to the board
of directors of the Florida Historical Society. He will be missed by
friends, colleagues, students, and fellow activists.

Publishers, librarians, the historical community, and the Florida Historical Society suffered a deep loss with the passing of Thomas Mickler on March 26, 1997, at the age of 84. Born in Live Oak,
he moved to Orlando in 1922. During World War II, he served in
Italy with the Air Corps. Later while operating the Southland
Hobby Shop, he encouraged his wife to expand the business by establishing a book section. They found a growing market for books
about Florida in schools and universities, and among the general
public. From this, he and Georgine, his wife of thirty-five years, developed a thriving publishing and mail-order business which they
operated out of their home in Chuluota. A visitor there is surprised
to learn it contains some 40,000 out-of-print books, maps, and
memorabilia concerned primarily with Florida history and its discovery. In that field alone, Mickler House, Publisher has produced
nineteen books while Mickler’s Antiquarian Books deals with outof-print books. Through these efforts he hoped to foster an interest
in Florida history for both young and old. To further that goal he
awarded prizes to the Orange County winners in the state history
contests sponsored by the Society for elementary and secondary
schools. He also served on the board of directors of the Florida Historical Society from 1978 to 1981, and his was a most familiar face
at the Society’s annual meetings. Although he suffered a stroke
which left him blind the last two years of his life, his interest in Florida history never waned. Although he will be missed, his is a living
legacy, for his work is being carried on by his wife Georgine.
University of Central Florida
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Dr. Carolyn A. Washbon, a native Floridian, born in Jacksonville and raised in Miami, died in her family home in Rockledge on
February 8, 1997. She earned a BA in history from George Washington University, and an MA and Ph.D. in education from the University of Maryland. Dr. Washbon was a member of the Florida
Historical Society as well as Charter Member and Founder of the
Florida Historical Society Library soon to be located in Cocoa. She
was the author of “The 1870s: Settlers of the Indian River County,”
in Florida Decades: A Sesquicentennial History, 1845-1995, published
by the St. Leo College Press for the Florida Historical Society, and
a co-author of a forthcoming biography of Judge Platt, a West Melbourne cattleman. An active advocate for the preservation of
Brevard County probate records, she was instrumental in the current initiative to scan and thus preserve electronically the county
clerk records. Dr. Washbon devoted much of her life to preservation organizations and will be sorely missed by the Florida historical community.
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MINUTES
FLORIDA HISTORICAL SOCIETY BOARD
MEETING
January 18, 1997
The Board of the Florida Historical Society met in Cocoa, Fla.,
on Saturday, January 18, at 10:00 a.m. for the semi-annual meeting.
In attendance were:
Pamela J. Hall
James J. Horgan
Maxine Jones
Marinus Latour
Larry Rivers
Jim Schnur
Niles Schuh
Patrick D. Smith
Robert A. Taylor

Joe Akerman
Patti Bartlett
Mary Ann Cleveland
William S. Coker
J. Allison DeFoor II
James M. Denham
Ed Dolan*
Jose Fernandez
George Franchere

Also in attendance were members of the Florida Historical Library Foundation Board of Directors*:
A. Clyde Field
James Ball
Steve Hipsley
Additional attendees were Nick Wynne, Executive Director;
Kari Frederickson, Editor, The Florida Historical Quarterly; and Cynthia Putnam Trefelner, Editor, Journeys for the Junior Historian.
The meeting was called to order at 10:15 a.m. by Dr. Coker.
Nick Wynne passed out copies of Dr. J. Larry Durrence’s letter of
resignation, which he had received on Friday evening. Dr. Durrence cited an increasing workload, extended family illnesses, and
his wife’s job relocation as the reasons for his resignation.
Under the By-Laws of the Society, Bill Coker automatically became president and will serve the remainder of Dr. Durrence’s
term (one year) and a full two-year term on his own. A motion was
made and seconded to accept Dr. Durrence’s resignation with deep

[128]
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regret and with an expression of gratitude for his previous service
to the Society and the Board of Directors.
At the request of President Coker, Nick Wynne introduced the
member of the Library Foundation Board. Dr. Coker introduced
the new Editor of the Quarterly, Dr. Kari Frederickson, who has assumed responsibility for the journal from Dr. Jerrell Shofner.
Dr. Frederickson reported on the current state of the Quarterly.
The Spring ‘97 issue will be sent to the printer next week. Dr. Frederickson reported that the next two issues are being assembled,
and she also encouraged Board members in academe to push their
students toward sending articles to the journal. Dr. Frederickson
closed her remarks by thanking Dr. Jerrell Shofner for his assistance in the transition process.
Cynthia Putnam Trefelner reviewed the last year’s progress
with Journeys. Ms. Trefelner asked the Board members to give consideration to submitting articles to the youth magazine and to actively promote the magazine in their local schools. In addition, she
requested that all Board members subscribe to Journeys, since subscriptions to that journal are not part of the benefits of regular
Society membership.
Dr. Robert A. Taylor reported on the status of the upcoming
Annual Meeting in Jacksonville on May 29-31, 1997. More than
twenty papers have been accepted, and the program has been completed. Nick Wynne added that the Jacksonville Historical Society
had received a $1,500 grant to fund transportation costs for the various tours. He recommended that the Board of Directors express
their thanks to the Jacksonville Historical Society for all of its work.
The locations for the next four Annual Meetings were discussed. Three cities have asked to be considered. Tampa will be the
site for the 1998 meeting. After some discussion, a motion was
made by Dr. Larry Rivers and seconded by Dr. James J. Horgan that
the future locations be set for Daytona (1999); Key West (2000);
and Pensacola (2001). The motion carried.
Nick Wynne reported on the status of the Florida Historical Library building. The collection was moved to Cocoa in November,
and those 700 + boxes are currently stored in a rented storefront.
Shelving has been purchased, and Pam Hall of the Vero Beach Library (and the Board) has donated four microfiche readers. A real
estate firm in Cocoa recently closed and the furniture from the office was donated to the Library. As of January 15, the Library Foundation’s publication, Ex Libris, had netted 46 Founding Fellows and
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29 Research Fellows. The upcoming Mosquito Beaters Community
Reunion will probably generate additional memberships.
The next item on the agenda was a proposal from Florida State
University to relocate the editorial offices of the Quarterly. Dr. Jose
Fernandez moved that any discussion of the move be tabled since
the Society currently has a five-year contract with the University of
Central Florida. Dr. Robert Taylor seconded. Ed Dolan discussed
whether any consideration of a proposal might be viewed as inappropriate at this time. Dr. Maxine Jones, a faculty member at FSU,
withdrew the university’s proposal at that time. After much discussion about the decision by a previous Board to relocate the journal
at UCF and the need to establish guidelines for any future relocation, Dr. Fernandez withdrew his motion to table. Dr. Taylor concurred. In order to devote proper attention to the Society’s
principal historical publication, President Bill Coker appointed a
committee named the “Review and Standards Committee for the
Florida Historical Quarterly.” The principal responsibilities of the
committee are to create an orderly process and establish reasonable guidelines by which the Society can solicit and evaluate proposals from scholarly academic institutions which would be
interested in serving as the Editorial Center for the Quarterly, beginning on or about 1 July 2001. The Committee is also responsible
for identifying and otherwise assisting the Executive Director, Society President, and the Society Board in resolving any difficulty
which is likely to affect adversely the relationship between the Society, the University of Central Florida, or any future Editorical Center of the Quarterly. Appointed were Ed Dolan, Chair; James M.
Denham, J. Allison DeFoor II, James J. Horgan, Robert Taylor, and
Pamela J. Hall. President Coker and Nick Wynne will serve as ex officio members.
Nick Wynne presented the financial report of FY 1996. The
1996 Annual Appeal brought in approximately $20,000. The sale
of the cigar labels netted $19,000.
Nick Wynne proposed that the Board of Directors approve a
deferral of one-half of his annual salary ($16,500) until the Society
receives the Rossetter Endowment. His reasons were that so much
was happening with the establishment of the new library, the writing of grants for renovations, and membership recruitment that he
had little time to dedicate to strictly raising operating funds. He
also explained that this reduction in operating costs would give
him more time to take care of other tasks connected with the new
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library. J. Allison DeFoor voiced his opposition to this move and
urged the Board to become more active in fundraising. Mr. DeFoor
volunteered to head up efforts to expand the Society’s fundraising
efforts.
Ed Dolan moved that the Board accept Wynne’s proposal and
that the Board agree to a reasonable rate of interest (5%). The motion was seconded and approved. Mr. DeFoor cast the only “No”
vote.
The Board then reviewed potential fundraising activities, including a Society credit card and the possibility of a special cruise
around the Florida peninsula with connecting local tours. Nick
Wynne is discussing the possibility of arranging such a tour with
Clipper Cruises of St. Louis, Mo.
The Board discussed the possibility of the creation of a number of anthologies, put together from previously published Quarterly articles, that would tie together certain themes in Florida
history. James M. Denham reported that he has talked with the
University Press of Florida about such an anthology, and Robert
Taylor stated that he had been working on a similar project on the
Civil War in Florida. Nick Wynne stated that he would follow up on
this idea and put together a package for the Board’s consideration.
Pamela J. Hall asked about the possibility of creating a cumulative index for the Quarterly and bringing the current index up to
date. Marinus Latour remarked that we would need to find someone willing to do the work required for a nominal sum. Ms. Hall remarked that perhaps the genealogical societies in Florida might be
willing to undertake the project. The Board took no action on this
matter.
There being no further business to come before the Board, the
meeting was adjourned at 1:30 p.m.
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Florida Historical Society
Proposed Budget
FYI 1997
INCOME
Memberships
$ 500.00
Corporate (5 @ $100)
Institutional (500 @ $45)
22,500.00
8,800.00
Family (220 @ $40)
Individual (750 @ $35)
26,250.00
3,250.00
Youth
3,000.00
Contributing (60 @ $50)
Confederation (40 @ $10)
400.00
1,050.00
Student (70 @ $15)
Annual Meeting

$ 7,500.00

Annual Appeal

$15,000.00

*Sales and Research

$10,000.00

Miscellaneous

$ 2,500.00

**Grants

$10,000.00
TOTAL

$ 65,750.00
$ 7,500.00
$ 15,000.00
$ 10,000.00
$ 2,500.00
$ 10,000.00
$111,750.00

*Varies each year. This is an optimal figure.
**Varies each year. This is an optional figure.
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Florida Historical Society
Proposed Budget
FY 1997
Expenses
Personnel
Salaries
Executive Director $
(Deferred $16,500)
Finance and Accounting
Administrative Assistant
Benefits
Insurance
Retirement
(E-D $2,000 Deferred)
FICA/Unemployment
Subtotal

16,500.00
3,600.00
15,000.00

Operating Expenses
Utilities
$
Telephones
Insurance
Equipment Maintenance
Postage
Roesch House Maintenance
Printing
Miscellaneous
Subtotal
Programs
Quarterly
*Journeys
Society Report

4,750.00
-016,800.00

$ 56,650.00

3,600.00
5,000.00
3,000.00
2,000.00
1 ,000.00
1,000.00
3,000.00
1,000.00
$ 20,600.00

$ 25,000.00
5,500.00
4,000.00

Subtotal

$ 34,500.00

$111,750.00
*$l0,000 grant applied for. Status undetermined.
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THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF FLORIDA, 1856
THE FLORIDA HISTORICAL SOCIETY, successor, 1902
THE FLORIDA HISTORICAL SOCIETY, incorporated, 1905
O FFICERS
W. S. “BILL” COKER, president
NILES SCHUH, vice-president
PATRICIA BARTLETT, secretary
MARINUS H. LATOUR, immediate past president
LEWIS N. WYNNE, executive director
D IRECTORS
JOE A. AKERMAN, JR.
Madison
THOMAS BOWMAN
Melbourne
MARY ANN CLEVELAND
Tallahassee

SUZANNE LEWIS
Jacksonville
J ENIFER MARX
Indialantic
D OUG MILNE
Jacksonville

A LLISON DEFOOR
Key Largo

THOMAS MUIR
Pensacola

JAMES M. DENHAM
Lakeland

LARRY E. RIVERS
Tallahassee

EDWARD D OLAN
Melbourne

JAMES M. R OTH

JOSE B. F ERNANDEZ
Casselberry
C EORGE F RANCHERE
Dunedin
PAM HALL
Vero Beach
JAMES J. HORGAN
San Antonio

Tampa
J AMES S CHNUR
St. Petersburg
P ATRICK D. S MITH
Merritt Island
ROBERT A. T AYLOR
Fort Pierce
T HEODORE V AN I TALLIE
Boca Grande

MAXINE D. JONES
Tallahassee
The Florida Historical Society supplies the Quarterly to its members. Annual membership is $35; family membership is $40; library membership is $45; a contributing
membership is $50 and above; and a corporate membership is $100. In addition, a student membership is $15, but proof of current status must be furnished.
All correspondence relating to membership and subscriptions should be addressed
to Dr. Lewis N. Wynne, Executive Director, Florida Historical Society, 1320 Highland Avenue, Melbourne, FL 32935. Telephone: 407-259-0511 or 259-0694; Fax: 407-259-0847..
Inquiries concerning back numbers of the Quarterly should also be directed to Dr.
Wynne.
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