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Abstract 

 African-Americans have fought in all American wars from the Revolution to the present. 

On November 11, 1918 the Armistice was signed ended WWI. African –American troops who 

had faced discrimination prior to the war, in spite of their courage during the war returned to the 

hostility of a racist society. Anti-black race riots broke out in twenty six American cities. In 1918, 

fifty-eight lynching took place, ten victims in uniform A year later in 1919, seventy-seven blacks 

were lynched. This essay explores the Washington Race Riot that also occurred in 1919. 

Introduction 

The impact of WWI was a turning point in 

African American history, a theme that is 

taught in grade eleven of the California History 

Social Science Framework. “In this course, stu-

dents examine major developments and turning 

points in American history from the late nine-

teenth century to the present. One of the themes 

that is emphasized is ‘the movement toward 

equal rights for racial, ethnic, and religious mi-

norities’.”1 When the war broke out in Europe 

in 1914, immigration to the United States was 

restricted which created severe labor shortages 

in northern cities. Rural blacks flocked to the 

north in search of economic and social opportu-

nities. Plessey v. Ferguson (1896) effectively 

institutionalized Jim Crow segregation that de-

nied blacks equal protection under the law and 

condoned vigilante mob justice. As a result 

blacks fled north. This movement, The Great 

Migration saw 500,000 black southerners be-

tween 1914 and 1920 leave rural areas of the 

south transforming the cultural landscapes of 

cities such as Chicago, Detroit, St. Louis, and 

New York. 

Though racial discrimination, sub-standard 

housing, job discrimination and white hostility 

welcomed rural blacks, they were, “no longer 

subjected to the indignities of Jim Crow and the 

constant threat off racial violence, southern mi-

grants experienced a new sense of freedom. The 

Great Migration marked a significant moment 

in the economic, political, social, and cultural 

growth of modern black America.”2 This migra-

tion coupled with African American participa-

tion in WWI, laid the foundation for black’s 

struggle for full citizenship. 

Unfortunately, most black Americans still 

lived in a racist cauldron. The United States has 

a tragic history of race riots since the earliest 
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slave rebellion of Nat Turner to the New York 

City draft riots in1863 where over 300 hundred 

citizens were injured, many of them police or 

soldiers and 119 fatalities occurred. “The United 

States has a brutal history of domestic violence”, 

writes Robert A. Gibson. “Of several varieties of 

American violence, one type stands out as one of 

the most inhuman chapters in the history of the 

world, the violence committed against Negro 

citizens in America by white people.”3  Since the 

end of the Civil War, 5,000 African Americans 

have been lynched. “The greatest number of 

lynching’s occurred between 1882-1903, for a 

total of 3,310 of which 1, 914 were blacks.”4 

During that era, the rationalization for lynching 

African Americans shifted from charges of 

blacks were planning insurrections to accusa-

tions of rape. When the facts demonstrated that 

conspiracies to overthrow did exist, white su-

premacists found that “the new justification not 

only served to excuse the barbarism of the lynch 

mob, but also supported the campaign to deny 

black Americans legislatively and judicially all 

protections under the Constitution.”5 A third ar-

gument was used to convince whites to maintain 

racial oppression as a result of the WWI and the 

post war riots that erupted in many of our cities. 

“The postwar cascade of racial violence con-

vinced national security officials that a national 

uprising of blacks, inspired and led by socialists 

and communists, was now underway,”6 writes 

David Krugler.  Although the Red Summer of 

1919 witnessed violence against blacks in 25 

cities, this essay will examine only one episode 

in the history of racial violence, the Washington 

Riot of 1919, our nation’s capital. 

 

Prelude 

 

“Within one week of Wilson’s declaration of 

war, the War Department had to stop accepting 

volunteers because the quota for African Ameri-

cans was filled.”7  In fact, percentage wise more 

blacks were drafted than whites. “Black Ameri-

cans were drafted in disproportionately high 

numbers. While blacks constituted ten per cent 

of the male population who registered for the 

draft, 12.5 per cent of all soldiers happened to be 

black.8 

 In France, black troops suffered the same 

discrimination as at home.  In spite of prejudice, 

the French army was in desperate of manpower 

and the War Department created two all-black 

infantry divisions. Though they still wore Amer-

ican uniforms but without proper equipment and 

no American Model 17 helmets, they were is-

sued French rations and rifles, most memorably, 

the distinctive sky blue Model 15 French Adrian 

helmet. 

Prior to the Armistice which was sign on the 

11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month in 

1918 black troops were suffering from racial dis-

crimination and violence in the United States. 

Several riots broke out in the summer of 1917. 

The greatest number of race riots occurred dur-

ing and just after World War I. Gibson9 suggests 

two reasons for the violence: 1. Due to the Great 

Migration whites were being displace by blacks 

for jobs and residences and 2. The South was 

concerned about the possible demands of return-

ing Negro soldiers, who were unwilling to slip 

quietly back into the role of second class citi-

zens. 

 

Washington Riot of 1919 

 

“The Washington riot gave me a thrill that 

comes once in a lifetime…at last our men had 

stood up like men…I stood alone in my room…

and exclaimed aloud, ‘Oh I thank God, thank 

God.’ The pent up horror, grief and humiliation 

of a life time—half a century—was being 

stripped from me,”10 wrote a southern black 

woman to The Crisis praising blacks for fighting 
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back . Her feelings clearly reflects the attitudes 

of most blacks at a time when racial violence 

was escalating in America. The summer of 1919 

witnessed the worst violence towards blacks at 

any time in our history. No fewer than 25 riots 

broke out in both the north and south.  

From April to October, American cities ex-

ploded in an orgy of violence whose extensive 

bloodshed led black activist James Weldon 

Johnson to name it “the Red Summer.” Though 

no accurate records survive, “at least 25 major 

riots erupted and at least 52 black people were 

lynched,” McWhirter notes. “Millions of Ameri-

cans had their lives disrupted. Hundreds of peo-

ple—most of them black—were killed and thou-

sands more were injured. Tens of thousands 

were forced to flee their homes.”11 

“In 1919 the District erupted into what 

newspapers deemed a ‘race riot,’ but what can 

be more accurately described as a four-day race 

war.”12 The Washington race war follows a pat-

tern similar to the major twentieth century race 

riots:  

1.  In each of the race riots, with few exceptions, 

it was white people that sparked the incident 

by attacking Black people. 

2.  In the majority of the riots, some extraordi-

nary social condition prevailed at the riot: 

prewar social changes, wartime mobility, 

post-war adjustment, or economic depres-

sion. 

3.  The majority of riots occurred during the hot 

summer months. 

4.  Rumor played an extremely important role in 

causing riots. Rumors of some criminal ac-

tivity by Blacks against whites perpetuated 

the actions of white mobs. 

5.  The police force, more than any other institu-

tion, was invariably involved as a precipitat-

ing cause or perpetuating factor in the riots. 

In almost every one of the riots, the police 

sided with the attackers, either by actually 

participating in, or by failing to quell the 

attack.13 

Reminiscent of William Faulkner’s short 

story, Dry September the race war began. 

“Through the bloody September twilight, after-

math of sixty-two rainless days, it had gone like 

a fire in grass: the rumor, the story, whatever it 

was. Something about Miss Minnie Cooper and 

a Negro.”14 White veterans drinking in bars on a 

muggy Saturday night in July excited by a ru-

mor that the Metropolitan Police had arrested, 

questioned and released a black man suspected 

for sexually assaulting a white woman stormed 

out of the bars and marched into a black neigh-

borhood in Southwest DC. She was no ordinary 

woman, but the wife of a Navy man. The drunk-

en mob indiscriminately assaulted any black that 

crossed their path. “Thousands of white veterans 

in uniform snatched black people from street-

cars, sidewalks, and beat them without reason or 

mercy. Black women cried in the streets for God 

to save them.”15 

When whites realized that the Metropolitan 

Police would not intervene the violence spilled 

over into Sunday morning. And then the tide 

turned. By Sunday night armed black sharp-

shooters cleaned their rifles and scaled the roof 

of the Howard Theatre. The Washington Post 

reported: In the Negro district along U Street 

from Seventh to Fourteenth streets, the Negroes 

began early in the evening to take vengeance for 

the assaults on their race in the downtown dis-

trict the night before.”16 For the next four days 

whites and blacks fired at each other. Finally, 

President Wilson ordered 2,000 military service-

men to restore order in the nations’ capital. 

Hundreds of guns had been sold during the pre-

vious three days and it was questionable wheth-

er or not the soldiers could restore order. Fortui-

tously, it started to rain and it rained.  “For he 

makes his sun rise on evil and on good, and 

sends rain on the just and on the unjust.”17 It 
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rained until every man had lowered his gun. 

Rain had extinguished the embers of hate. 

Blinded by racism, the Justice Department 

blamed “Russian soviet interests” for sowing 

discord among the Negroes. Turning a blind 

eye, refusing to blame white mobs for the riot, 

Congressmen blamed the violence on com-

munist Russian agitators and refused to investi-

gate the Metropolitan Police Department’s inac-

tion. “Less well known, however, is the sus-

tained drive undertaken in 1919 to disarm Afri-

can Americans because of the fears there were 

plotting violent uprisings,”18 writes Krugler. 

One cannot lose sight of the fact that the reason 

blacks were arming themselves was because in 

most instances law enforcement either support-

ed white violence against blacks or stood mute 

when violence occurred. 

In spite of the courage of African American 

soldiers who bravely fought in WWI and the 

500,000 blacks who migrated to the north for 

better treatment, it would not be until the 1950-

60s through the Civil Rights Movement that 

their status as full citizens would be finally real-

ized. Free at Last, freed at last. 
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