OUTSIDE THE ARK: THE SEARCH FOR AN INDEPENDENT BLACK POLITICS
IN URBAN MISSOURI, 1870-1900

The Republican paty isthe ship and dl dse the sea.
Frederick Douglass, Augug 15, 1888

[W]hat part are we going to act in the great political drama of 18882 Are we to dand Qp
and becounied by tis party or tha,(ike so many dumb diiven cattle, or E are we going
to act as men, each in accordance with his own unoerced conviction and vote with that
paty which hemay deem mog likely to promote the interests of himself and [hig] race?
James Milton Tumer, Augug 18, 1888
The anti-Radical codition that @edeemedOMissouri for the Demoaracy during the 1870s
began to break down even bdore it had accomplished its ultimate god: the overthrow of
the state@ 1866 conditution, with its new, statewide systems of taxation and voter
registration.* Although Democrats had defeated Republicansin pat by drawing on he
econonic distress felt by many white farmers and wage workers in poswar Missour,
Democratic leaders struggled to unie the paty@ diverse condituendies around a
common econoric program. Combined with the presence of an dready deesply fractured
Republican Party, these Demoaratic rifts quickly reproduced thekind of partisan fluidity
tha had characterized Missour politics duingthe war years. While Democratic farmers

and workingmen fused with boting Republicansto form the People@ PartyOin 1874

econonic as well asracia conservatives like James S. RollindN who hal dready shifted
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from pro-slavery Whig, to anti-emand pationist Unionist, to anti-Radical DemocratN
made overtures to had-money advocates within the Republican Party. QUnless | am
greatly mistaken,ORollinswrote to Carl Schurz in April 1875, @he Democratic paty
beginsdready to feel the consequences of its narow-minded patisan course in those
States of which it had control.G

Asin many dates across the naion, thistendency toward partisan factiondism
was particularly pronourced in Missouri@ cities and owns® Although Democrats were
genagaly successful in maintaining thear influence over rura areas despite the pressure of
bolting farmers (and thusmaintain thar hold ove statewide politics), the paty quickly
surrendered what domnance it had exerted in many urban districts, induding even some
small towns like Boonvile, located within the state@®@ Black BeltOalong he Missouri
and Mississippi Rivers. Whilethese challengesin pat reflected areturn to thekind of
rollicking, working-class politics that had ingpired Missouri@ antebdlum lavmakers to
place restrictionson the suffrage rights of urban white men duiing thhe 18308 Boonvile
was, anong oher things ariver townN they also revealed amore fundanental
trandormation taking plce in thelives of black Missourans

Long béore the mass migration of African Americansto the urban North and
West during World War 1, black southerners traveled to and through dties and towns

closer to home.* Nowhere in the region was this early process of black urbanization
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more pronownced than in the Border South. Noneof the deven traditiond states of the
former Confederacy had more than 27 pecent of its black residents living in uban areas
as ddined by thefederal cenausin 1900,but, with the exception of West Virginia, black
urbanites condituted & least 35 pecent of thetotal black popuktion of every border gate
by theturn of the century. Of Delaware® 30,697black residents, over 37 percent lived in
cities or townswith ove 2,500 nhabitantsin 1900 Even in Kentucky, 35 percent of the
state@ 284,706 Arican Americanswere urban by this definition. But nostate trumped
Missouri. Asin other dave states, black MissouriansOwartime flight from slavery had
largdy been a flight from the countyside as well. After abrief period in which black
Missourians returned to the soil in the hopeof finding freedom as small producers, the
pressures of white violence and rral povety pushed more and nore of the state® black
men and women toward the relative safety and prosperity of urban areas throughoutthe
last three decades of the ningteenth century. To these local migrants were added waves
of (Exodugers,Othousands of black southerners who traveled across Missouri to Kansas
and the West after the collapse of Republican governments during the late 1870sand
early 1880s° For dl these reasons over 47 pecent of black Missourians could befound

livingin uban areas as early as 189Q and ten years later Missour became thefirst state
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of the former dave South to have amajority of its African-American popuktion residing
in dties and owns®

The state® formal black political leadership hal dways been centered in the
cities, especidly St. Louis, butblack politics in Missourn truly became urban poitics
during this peiod. While they were influenced by thelarger economic tranormations
taking place around hem, black Missouriansalso approached wha became thetwin
processes of urbanization and poltical fragmentation throughwhat they regarded as their
own individud and ommunity interests and their experience of race and partisan
politics. Despite white RepublicansOcontinued appesls for black loyadty at election ime,
many black Missouranstill found he paty unresponsve to thar demands for access to
better publc services, public office, and state and municipd employment outside the
dirtiest and lowest pad jobs And while the open disdan for black men and women
expressed by many white Democrats at thelocal, gate, and ndiond levels continued to
provide a powerful jugtification for Frederick Douglass@ so-called GRepublican Ark,Oa
significant minority of black Missouriansalso proved willing o size upon he
oppotunity presented by labor conflict and uban progressivism to forge amore

indgrendent political voice for themselves and their communities.” Faced with hosile or

® U.S. Twelfth Census, Population | (Washington, D.C.: United States Census Office, 1901) Table 24, 663-
664.

" Although Douglass( famous warning to black voters came to define his approach to partisan politics after
his death, the popularity of the phrase had more to do with its utility during the political battles of the
twentieth century than with its ability to adequately capture the complexity of Douglass@® views on the
politics of the 1880s and 1890s. For example, he expressed a more conditional and nuanced take on
Republican partisanship in a speech he delivered in Washington on April 16, 1888: Q am a Republican. |
believe in the Republican party. My hopes for the future of the colored people are centered in the character
and composition, in the wisdom and justice, and in the courage and fidelity of the Republican party. | am
unable to see how any honest and intelligent colored man can be a Democrat, or play fast and loose
between the two parties. But while | am a Republican and believe in the party, | dareto tell that party the
truth. In my judgment it can no longer repose on the history of its grand and magnificent achievements. It
must not only stand abreast with the times, but must create the timesE. It must make the path of the black



unresponsve political organizationsin boh mgor paties, black Missourians struggled to
press thar demandsthrough @ntinued suppot for Republican organizations, fuson
between Republicans and third paties, and & times even groupsand parties outside of
and in competition with the QParty of Lincoln.O

Part of alonge chapter-in-progress examining the period as awhole, this pgper
explores thefirst andlast of these optionsthrough a extended case of study of black
politics in Kansas City, Missourn, in 1888. h aldition o theregular Democrats, the
city@ Republican incumbents faced two mgjor chalengesin tha year@ municipa
election. On onesde stood the Law and Order League(LOL), origindly anon-partisan
temperance organization that had recently adopted the moniker of alocal, anti-labor
vigilante organization and fielded its own ticket.? On the other was the Union Labor
Party, the political arm of the city@ Knights of Labor (KOL). Following their stunning
victory agang Jay Gould@ railroad empire in 1885, the Knights had sdlidified astrong
contingent of Local Assemblies on boh sdes of the Missouri River. At the movement@
heght, the greater Kansas City area (Kansas and Missour) contained four thousand
Knights on he Kansas sdedone® Although his strength hal been sorely tested by
Gould@® success in the Great Southwest Strikein 1886, he area still contained & least

fifteen Local Assemblies two years later, with black assemblies on boh sdes of the

citizen to the ballot box as safe and smooth as that of the white citizen. It must make it impossible for a
man like James Russell Lowell to say he sees no difference between the Democratic party and the
Republican party. If it failsto do al this, | for one shall welcome the bolt which shall scatter it into a
thousand fragments.O See John W. Blassingame and John R. McKivigan, Eds., The Frederick Douglass
Papers, Series One: Speeches, Debates and Interviews, vol. 5 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
1992), 370-71.
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line'® Indeed, Kansas Knights had played adecisive role in ther own city@ municipd
election in 1887 With thead of C.H.J. Taylor, ablack Democrat and newspgper editor,
the KOL welded together a @abor RepublicanOcoalitionN induding Knights, dissident
black Republicans, European immigrants, and anti-prohibition voersN which deeated a
busgness ticket (itself aided by heKansas LOL) and reelected the city® reform mayor,
Thomes Hannan.

In this context, an indgpendent black political movement was sparked on the
Missoun side of thelinewhen Paul Jones, ablack lawyer, soughtthe postion of city
attorney on the Republican Party® municipd ticket in 1888 Although isting sources
reveal nothing about Jones@ background, t may have been similar to that of Taylor and
themany other young, béck professiond men who traveled notth and west during the
period. Bomn into davery near Marion, Alabama, in 1856, Taylor had migrated first to
Savannéeh, Georgia, and later northward in search of educationd and piofessiond
oppotunities. After graduaing from the University of Michigan, heread law there and
at Wilberforce University and pased the Indianastate bar (withoutalaw degree) in
1877. In 1884, hemoved to Wyandote, Kansas, where he quickly became embroiled in
the effort to recover the governor@ office for the state@ traditiondly dominant
Republican Party.*! When the naw administration refused to reward his labor and loyaty
with apolitical gppointment, Taylor concluded that heand oher black men like him (and,

by extenson, herace as awhole) could benefit far more from political independence

Y Thisfigure is compiled from datain Jonathan Garlock, Guide to the Local Assemblies of the Knights of
Labor (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1982), 149-150, 245-246.
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than congstent blodk-voting within asingle paty organization. Whether as a cause or
consequence of this decision, Taylor was able to convince Wyandote@® Democratic
officials to gopoint him deputy city atorney, apos hehdd unil 1887.

Like Taylor@ failed bid for office in 1884,Jones had presented himself as a
candidate for city attorney a the Republican convention in 1888 buta mgjority of the dl
white ddegation refused to place him on he paty@ticket. For many of the city@ black
residents, this persond defeat was adirect affrontto their growing ommunity. Kansas
City@® black popubtion hal swelled condderably since the Civil War. While only 190
black men and women resided in the city in 1860,its black popuktion swelled to 8,143
over fourteen pacent of the city@ totalN in only twenty years. Although his
phenomend rate of growth would dow over the next decade, the city® black popuktion
still amost doubkd, measuring 13,700m 1890 Mos of the city(8 black men and
women worked as laborers or donestic servants, butthe community also contained
skilled and semi-skilled araftsmenN induding donemasons bricklayers, and
blacksmithsN as well as lawyers, doctors, and oher members of the black professiond
class.®® Unlike ther counterpatsin many older African-American communities,
induding S. Louis, black leadersin Kansas City and ohe western towns, in the words
of historian Randdl B. Woods Q@lid notdeive [their] statusfrom alight skin, free
paents, or paticipaion in the anti-slavery movement.O Describing Kansas® black

Qlite, OWoodsnoted, Broadly speaking, E [ they] were ex-daves, dak-skinned, and

12U.S. Tenth Census, Statistics of the Population of the United States (Washington: GPO, 1883), 421.
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self-madeG* On March 28, 1888, @proximately ahundied of the city@ black residents
attended amass meeting & Allen Chapd Qo express their indignaion ove the defeat of

Paul Jones for nomrinaion for city atormey.OAccording i the Kansas City Star, when

W.W. Yates, ablack Republican loydist and local newspgoer editor, tried to the address
the crowd, @he men who were engineering thhe meeting would notalow him to be
heard.3

Shut out by thereigning Republican administration, bnes and his suppoters
instead turned to the city@ growing dass and poitical cleavages to forge arace-based
sense of solidarity around his candidacy. Jones® core of suppat appears to have come
from black members of the Knights of Labor, who succeeded in having Jbnes nomnated
for city attorney on e Union Labor ticket in March.*® But black suppot for Jones also
extended well beyond thieKnights and therefore did notnecessarily trandate into suppot
for theticket asawhole. On March 29,an urknown group ofblack Missourians Qirew a
large nunber of peopleOto asecond ness meeting at the city® QA fricanOBaptist Church.
Jones and another independent black orator, Dr. James Hendeason, addressed the crowd.
Thistime, however, they were also joined by awhite politician, JJ. Davenport, aformer
Republican and Kansas City sheriff who was now running for recorder on the city® Law
and Order ticket. Despite the LOL® use of race bating tetoric the year before in
Kansss, QResolutionsindoising Jbnes for city attorney and Davenportt for recorder, were

adopted.O Many black dissenters, therefore, appear to have regarded suppot for

14 Randall B. Woods, GC.H.J. Taylor and the Movement for Black Political Independence, 1882-1896,0The
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Davenpott as away of striking & recalcitrant white Republicans without (at least
directly) ading white Democrats. It isimportant to noe tha it was Davenport, and not
the League who received the meeting® endorsement. Throughoutthe campaign, the Star
sugpected tha the organization® adopion of the name Q.aw and Order Leaguedwas
more of arhetorical ploy than acommitment to the prindples it suggested. The pgoer
was paticularly suspiciousof Davenpart, who @ sheriff, thad refused to act vigoroudy
[to enforce the city( vagrancy laws] until the people were ready to organize vigilance
committees for the suppression of thefoot pads@’ Although sich gories might have
reflected some actud connection beween Davenport and the city@® black and white vice
indugries (as the paper suggested), they more likely demondrated black MissouriansO
suppot for therare white official who hal notused vagrancy laws to target members of
ther community.*

Still, Jones@ candidacy divided the city® black residents dong patisan lines.

Replying o his critics through he pages of the Gate City Press, Yates argued that the

party had maedea Qnistake E r aising the hopeof the colored candidate for city attorney
to the skies and then suddenly dropping him with adull thud into the mud and mire of
defeat.O For Yates, however, Jones@® impatience had also led him to make asimilar

error. Ingead of bolting the paty, the black newspaperman argued, Jones should hare

7 1pid., March 30, 1888.
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Qaken his defeat philosophically and bid his time for another year when [he bdieved)] his
nomination muld have been assured.O Yates drew on theimagery of the black church to
make his point, comparing white supremacy to originad sin: O'here are Republicans
bdow pa jud as there are people in the church that oughtto bein jail. Thegood nen in
the Republican paty cannot compd dl the doughfaced, week-kneed Republicansto take
high giound on qustionsof race equity any more than the preachers and deaconscan
reclaim dl hypoaites and backsliders.O Moreover, in an even gronger (if unintended)
indictment of racism in the Republican Party, Yates argued that black Missourians should
have welcomed even the minority of white ddegates who voed for Jones@ candidacy as
a Qyreat victory for the colored race in Kansas City.O For Y ates and oher black
Republican loydists, African Americansdid notamply confront a choice between two
political paties tha were both influenced by white supremacy to onedegree or another;
ingead, they saw a gtuation tha forced African Americansto choos between racial
discriminaion in the Republican Party and the DemocratsOwillingness to colludewith
themog violent of white supremacists. In this context, Yates conduded, such
Qi stakesOwithin the Republican Party should beaddressed Qwithin] party lines E [ nof]
in away that E [ invites] ridicule and probable defeat of the very object aimed &.3° S.B.
Balley, a black Republican and the prindpal of Kansas City@ Lincoln School, described
the stakes more bluntly: Oro bok the Republican ticket meansto go ove to the
Democratic party, for history shows ustha oneof thetwo great parties must rule.G°
White Republicans and their white political alies in the city® reform community

respondel to the dissenters through helensof racia paerndism and patisan poitical
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advantage When the city@ Democratic newspapers argued tha the Republicans had
acted unfairly toward Jones, the Star, an officially nonpartisan pgoer tha suppoted the
Republican incumbents, warned tha any Democratic overtures to black voters were
nothing buta charade. In abackhanded complement to black voters, the pgoe argued
tha DemocratsCettempt to @ontrol the colored vateOshowed Qhe utmost contempt for
theintelligence of the colored people E [and demongrated DemocratsOconviction] that
the nggroes have notthe mental capacity to discover therea pumpo< of those who want
to deceive them.O The Republicans had notmade a mistake, the paper argued; unlike
Jones and his suppoters, the party had Smply recognized tha Gt would have been
unwise to noninate a colored man for the postion of publc prosecutor E. O According
to the Star, Republicanswould have spent ther money E [ on] campaign expensesOonly
to fail a the general dection, orDemocrats, anong whom Qace prejudice E [ was]
paticularly predominant E w ould have handicapped [Jones] in the election and in the
subsequent discharge of his duies E.O Although he paper would go on b praise white
Demoaats for crossing paty lines after thedection, it counsled black Republicansto
have paience and faith in the party( white leaders.?* According © the Star, it was in
black MissouriansOwn interestsOto pursue @he same gradual progress which they have
been making in private and pubic affairs since the war, and an gpeal at the polls E
would bepremature and hazardous?

Despite its paerndist rhetoric, the Star was correct in its recognition that white
Democratic suppat for black political indgoendence was not the same as suppott for

black political empowerment in Kansas City. While the city@ Democratic press gave
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sympahetic coverageto Jones and the other black dissenters, other stories revealed a mix
of fear, suspicion, and contempt for the city@ African-American community. In

February, theKansas City Times had dananded thereinditution of the whipping po$

when George Fields, Qa] tall, gauntlooking mulatto with afiendish counenanceOwas
accused of Gittempting © aimindly assaultOtwo young, vhite Quorking girls,OMinnie
Wallace and Ennie Hogan. Mixing theimage of Sambo with the tropeof the black beast
rapist, the pger described Helds as aviolent yet cowardly sexud deviant. According ©
the pgper, Both E young women were thrown to the sidewalk by the villainousmulatto,
but screaming vigoroudy they frightened him away.O Hogan Qvas badly bruised ebout
the head E w hen shewas thrown to the sidewalk by the brute,Othe Times told its
readers, butWallace Gescaped withoutinjury.O After dlegedly having fled the scene of
the attack, Fields was arrested by an officer, (hiding bénind bilboadsat Tenth and
Broadway.O Kansas City( white Democrats generally oppogd Godal equalityN
counenandng the state@ anti-miscegenaion datute, segregation in publc schools, and
variousother forms of racial segregation in pubic as well as private lifeN butthe paty as
awhole gradually abandoned its oppostion © black men@ paticipation in the
ingitutionsof republican govenance in the wake of the Fifteenth Amendment. Although
some of them would agan hift ther postion in the face of increasing Republican
victories after 1900, nog of the state® white Democrats, especialy in larger uban areas
like Kansas City and S. Louis, foundtha suppoting divisionswithin the Republican
Party served thar interests more than directly attacking the prindple of impartial
manhoodsuffrageN a prindple they found @mpaible with the maintenance of white

supremacy in Missouri.??

%3 K ansas City Times, February 25, 1888.
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Republican W.K. Hawkins handily defeated Jones by five thousnd votes on
election day. Yet, acloser look & theresults suggests that Jones succeeded in dtracting a
significant nunmber of black Republicansin addition to some suppot from among blck
and white union members, especially the Knights of Labor. But such support did not
necessarily go boh ways: while black voters appeared willing o bok the Republican
Party to suppot ablack candidae or an established white political dly, they were notas
willing © break with the paty acrosstheboad. Although énesonly ganered 11
percent of thetotal votes cast for the office of city attorney, his vote total was highe than
thetally for any other candidae on the Union Labor ticket; while Kansas City voters cast
1,627 bélots for Jones, they cast only 661 r the party® white mayoral candidae; 736
for treasurer; 1,58) for auditor; and 471 or recorder. Moreover, Hawkins scored his
victory ove the Democratic candidate by only five hunded votesN far less than the
margin for the other Republican candidates. Davenpott dso won (he only candidae
fromthe LOL to do ®), ganering more votes than any sngle candidate.** But even
these limited successes proved short-lived; in November, the Union Labor Party itself
split when the state® executive committee droppe its candidate for governor in favor of
fuson with the Republicans, and Jbnes |eft the city sometime later that year.?® It would
not beuntl| after World War |, when anew generation of African-American migrants had
again chdlenged theracia structure of Missouri@ political life, that either major political

party would noninate ablack candidate for any comparable office in Kansas City.?
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In addition © revealing more aboutthe ways in which African Americans
struggled to realize the promise of freedomin the wake of emandpaion, the stories of
Jones and Missouri® other black political dissenters are important because they add ©
our undestanding ofthe process by which mog (but notal) of the states of theformer
dave South became the New SouthOof legal segregaion and mess disfranchisement by
theend d thefirst decade of thetwentieth century. By looking from the border and not
the Black Belt, we can begin to see not only the broad influence of white supremacy in
American poitical culture during thelate nineteenth century but dso the central role that
black urbanization plyed in aeatingadistinct social and poltical landsapein the
Border South during the 1880sand 1890s As white Democrats across theregion beyan
to turn to anew rhetoric of white supremacy to hesl thar patiesCfactiond woundsat the
turn of the century, they did 0 within datewide political contexts tha had been shgped as
much by herelative impact of urbanization, patisan factiondism, and labor conflict as

by the experience of civil war and recondruction.
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