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““Tell Me about the Place”

Each Saturday the Chicago Defender arrived at Robert Horton’s barber
shop in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, carrying news of life north of the
Mason-Dixon line. Habitués of the shop—many of whom had come
in from surrounding rural areas for the day—not only purchased
the black newspaper from Horton, but often discussed its contents,
which in 1916 began to focus increasingly on the growing movement
of black southerners to northern cities. Although the Defender pro-
vided most of his impressions about life in the North, Horton also
occasionally received letters from a brother who had moved to Chi-
cago in 1898. During a visit to New Orleans in 1916, Horton en-
countered in a barber shop a labor agent recruiting for northern
industry. Despite dissatisfaction with the limitations he confronted in
the South, he declined the agent’s offer of free transportation. He
continued to think about the increasingly inescapable question of mi-
gration and soon afterwards decided to move to Chicago, but he de-
termined not to make the journey alone. The apparently popular
barber discussed the proposition with others, and between fall 1916
and January 1917 he recruited nearly forty men and women to join
his family in a migration club, which secured a group discount on the
Illinois Central Railroad. Soon after his arrival in Chicago, he opened
the Hattiesburg Barber Shop, which became a gathering place for
migrants from Mississippi.!

Having occupied a central position in Hattiesburg’s black commu-
nity as a businessman and Baptist deacon, Horton became the recipi-
ent of numerous letters of inquiry about conditions in Chicago. He,
in turn, passed along these names and addresses to a boardinghouse
keeper who had earlier housed lodgers in Hattiesburg. She had mi-
grated in October 1916, one month after her husband had quit his
railroad job and gone to Chicago. She wrote letters offering rooms to

66

"“Tell Me about the Place” 67

p ople upon arrival, and her home apparently served as an initial
topping place for scores of migrants from southeastern Mississippi.?
From Chicago, Horton and other deacons of Hattiesburg’s First
Baptist Church stayed in touch with their pastor, who had opposed
migration. With his congregation slipping away, Reverend Perkins fi-
n lly agreed in late 1917 to come North to “shepherd them” again.
R verend Harmon, one of his colleagues in Hattiesburg, had needed
I'ss urging; he arrived in November 1916. In four months he earned
rnough to return South for his wife, four children, and “some” of his
congregation. By late 1917, three Hattiesburg ministers had reunited
with their congregations in Chicago.3
Once settled in Chicago, many of these Mississippians sent for
Ihmily and wrote to relatives and friends. The siphoning process con-
linued almost endlessly, drawing on family and kinship networks
(hat would now extend not only across the South, but between re-
ti ns as well.* Transferring families and communities northward,
th se migrants ensured continuity in their lives as well as in the Great
Migration itself.
The experience of this group from Hattiesburg might not have
| * nentirely typical, but it does suggest some of the salient elements
n the dynamic of migration. Contrary to the images drawn by con-
lvmporary observers—images which have shaped much of the work
of ubsequent analysts of the movement—the Great Migration lacked
nither organizational forms nor leaders. The movement did indeed
prow largely from the initiative of individuals who resisted the warn-
n s and pleas of most of the educators, businessmen, professionals,
ind editors who constituted the recognized leadership of the black
Youth and who generally discouraged migration northward. But its
vitality drew upon an infrastructure, a network held together by
) ial institutions, leaders, and individual initiative. This network
timulated, facilitated, and helped to shape the migration process at
Il stages, from the dissemination of information through the black
‘outh to the settlement of black southerners in northern cities. An
+ amination of the dynamic of migration between the South and one
n rthern city—Chicago—suggests how a grass-roots social move-
m'nt developed despite the opposition of an entrenched regional
leadership.®
Before they would leave their southern homes, many migrants
w nted specific and reliable information about the North. Black
outherners learned about the North from a variety of sources, many
o which they sought out on their own initiative. As a case study
v one small South Carolina black community has suggested, many
e ple who left for Chicago and other northern cities “consciously
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formulated their emigration . . . [and] carefully planned” according
to information obtained from a network that connected black com-
munities, families, institutions, and individuals. “I like my fellow
southerner am looking northward,” one migrant wrote in April 1917,
“but before leaving the South Id like to know just wher I am goin and
what Im to do if posible.” Southern blacks had chased chimeras be-
fore—to Florida, the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta, Arkansas, and
Texas—and had heard about the hard conditions faced by westward
migrants to Kansas and Oklahoma. It was clear to many that migra-
tion involved risks. One Jackson, Mississippi, woman remembered
that a friend, drawn to the Delta by “white agents and white folks
niggers” had returned seven years later looking “like a haunt.” This
time people were more cautious. “I do not wish to come there hood-
winked not knowing where to go or what to do,” wrote a New Or-
leans man to the Chicago Urban League, “so I Solicite your help in
this matter.” An Anniston, Alabama, migrant put it more succinctly:
“I should not like to com in that secson with out no enfremation.” ¢

By 1917, an information network had developed through which
prospective migrants could learn what jobs were available in the
North, how much could be earned, what life was like, what schooling
was offered, and virtually anything else they wanted to know before
leaving. The emergence of new sources of information during the
second decade of the twentieth century has, with some justification,
received attention mainly as a “cause” of the Great Migration. But
the migrants’ participation in this network also suggests one of the
ways in which the Great Migration represented a forceful attempt by
black southerners to seize control over their future. By forging links
with Chicago’s black community, prospective migrants facilitated and
shaped not only the migration process, but their adaptation to new
homes as well.

News of what one prospective migrant referred to as the “great
work going.on in the north” flowed south through a variety of chan-
nels.” Labor agents attracted workers’ attention with stories of high
wages and better living conditions in the North. Men working in rail-
road yards and trains transmitted information along the tracks. To
those who believed only what they saw in print, northern black news-
papers—especially the Chicago Defender—provided glowing images
of the North alongside lurid reports of southern oppression. Letters
and visits from previous migrants combined specific information with
welcome advice from trusted relatives and friends. Discussion of the
North, initiated by news from endless combinations of these sources,
came to dominate conversation in homes, churches, barber shops,
and poolrooms, along with outdoor gathering places and other focal
points of southern black communities.
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Although a vague chronology would focus on labor agents at the
ginning of the process and on the Defender and letters in subse-
yuent stages, it was the interaction of various forms of communica-
tion that suggests the concept of a network. By themselves, labor
agents would have had little enduring impact, had their pitch not
enrelayed through the black South along more indigenous lines of
» mmunication. Many people listened to the agents skeptically, wait-
ng for confirmation from more trusted sources before embarking. Ru-
mors circulated widely, but also commanded only limited authority.
‘I'rainmen were early sources of such stories; they also carried the
| efender, which developed a growing following in the black South in
the 1910s. Had they not reinforced each other, neither the thousands
of letters from previous migrants nor the Defender would have been
us influential as they were. At the same time, kinship networks fa-
cilitated visiting, circulated letters and copies of the Defender, and
brought news of the labor agents. If trainmen, agents, and newspa-
| ers spread the message across a broad expanse of territory, the
| tters and visits provided an essential depth to the information.
ontemporary analysts and subsequent historians acknowledged the
mportance of letters, black newspapers, and other forms of commu-
nication, but mainly as causes of the Great Migration rather than as
integral aspects of a network and an organizational framework that
uggest the self-activating nature of the movement.

The Great Migration’s origins are inseparable from specific efforts
by employers to recruit black workers from the South. Connecticut
tobacco growers, feeling the pinch of a tightening labor market in
1915, secured the cooperation of the National Urban League in re-

ruiting fourteen hundred students from southern black colleges.
Massive recruitment of laborers began the following year, when the
Frie and Pennsylvania railroads began sending agents and special
trains into northeastern Florida urging blacks to come North to work

n track crews and yard gangs. The railroads, whose ranks soon
grew to include the New York Central, New Haven, Delaware &
Hudson, Lackawanna, Philadelphia & Reading, Illinois Central, and
Great Northern, needed labor quickly and could transport workers
from the Deep South over long distances at low cost. In the face of
southern opposition and an inability to retain workers who had been

iven free transportation, however, the railroads soon drastically re-
duced "shipments” of black southerners.?

In the meantime, other northern industries, also pushing to meet
the demands of the wartime economy and unable to secure white
immigrant workers, soon began sending recruiters south. When













































	1
	2
	3
	3a
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17

