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Introduction
DEBOR AH GR AY WHITE

Chair of the Committee on the Enslaved  

and Disenfranchised in Rutgers History

But they should not keep these prizes, I said; some, all, I would wrest 

from them. Just how I would do it, I could never decide: by reading 

law, by healing the sick, by telling the wonderful tales that swam in my 

head, —some way.

Why did God make me an outcast and a stranger in mine own house?

—W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk

“How does it feel to be a problem?” At the dawn of the twentieth century, 
W.E.B. Du Bois, the preeminent African American intellectual, used this ques-
tion to query white feelings about black people. Of course, he did not think 
black people were a problem. Rather, he thought that this probing question 
lurked in the minds of whites who found it hard to speak to him directly about 
race, who instead spoke circuitously of excellent colored people whose oppor-
tunities were thwarted, or about southern horrors too gruesome to fathom. 
Long before he indulged white people’s duplicity as an adult, he had resolved 
to beat them at their own game: “I could beat my mates at examination-time, 
or beat them at a foot-race, or even beat their stringy heads.”1

Though whites had reserved the best of everything for themselves and 
made him an outcast in his own land, Du Bois understood himself to be worthy 
of everything his American citizenship, intellect, and ability could achieve. To 
him, black people were not a problem; white people were. Indeed, he posed the 
issue differently and profoundly. “The problem of the twentieth century is the 
problem of the color line,” he declared. Whether white people would erase it, 
and/or how black people would navigate it—that was the issue.2 Du Bois, who 
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earned two degrees from Harvard—a BA in 1890 and a PhD in 1895—resolved 
not to wait for whites to manage the color line, but to get an education so he 
could control his own destiny.

So did the twenty-five or so black men and women who attended Rutgers 
and the New Jersey College for Women before World War II.3 They were an 
exceptional cohort, not only because they were among the tiny number of 
Americans, of any race, to earn the baccalaureate degree, but also because 
they were among the small percentage of blacks to earn the degree at a pre-
dominantly white institution. At the turn of the century, Rutgers, like its Ivy 
League peers, educated the children of the white elite and upper middle class.4 
Most African Americans who earned advanced degrees did so at segregated 
agricultural and industrial training institutions in the South, not because 
they did not want to attend better funded white institutions but because 
white administrators subscribed to the logic behind the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson 
Supreme Court ruling that upheld the prevailing “scientifically” based notions 
that blacks were an inferior race that had to be separated from whites. His-
torically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) like Howard, Hampton, Fisk, 
Morehouse, Spelman, Tuskegee, Wilberforce, Lincoln, and Florida A&M, edu-
cated black America’s talented youth and sent them forth to do uplift work for 
the race.5 The small number of African Americans who daily braved the few 
white campuses that allowed them to matriculate were like W.E.B. Du Bois. 
Though the color of their skin outwardly marked them as outcasts, inside they 
carried a resolve that allowed them to wrest the prizes that came with an elite 
education. Early black Rutgers students were among those determined pio-
neers. As this volume demonstrates, though they were grudgingly, sometimes 
accidently, admitted, like Du Bois they would not be deterred.

The Rutgers that the pioneers encountered was not and had never been 
in the vanguard of institutions that practiced racial equalitarianism. Native 
Americans were dispossessed of the land on which Rutgers was built years 
before ground was broken on the college, but Rutgers never enrolled Native 
American converts to Christianity despite their desire to attend. As detailed 
in Scarlet and Black, Vol. 1: Slavery and Dispossession in Rutgers History, Rutgers, 
or Queens College, as it was known in the eighteenth century, was founded 
and sustained by slave traders and slaveholders. The family of Jacob Harden-
burgh, the first president of Rutgers, owned the parents of Sojourner Truth, 
the renowned abolitionist and women’s rights advocate. Old Queens, the first 
Rutgers building, was built by enslaved men whose masters were paid for their 
labor. In fact, Rutgers depended on the enslaved to build its campuses and 
serve its students; it depended on the sale of black people to fund its very exis-
tence. The faculty and curriculum at Rutgers reinforced the theological and 
scientific racism that provided the justification for the free labor of Africans, 
the absolute power of slave owners, and the separation of the races. Through 
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their leadership of the state and regional boards of the American Colonization 
Society (ACS), men like John Henry Livingston (Rutgers president, 1810–1824), 
the Reverend Philip Milledoler (Rutgers president, 1824–1840), Henry Rutgers 
(trustee after whom the college is named), and Theodore Frelinghuysen (sev-
enth president), agitated not to liberate African Americans from bondage but 
to colonize free blacks in Africa. Like Frelinghuysen they believed African 
Americans to be “a depressed and separate race” who were “licentious, igno-
rant, and irritated.”6 By 1892, the time James Dickson Carr became the first 
African American Rutgers graduate, the school had solidified its status as a 
land-grant school by receiving money from the sale of Indian lands in the 
West, land that was taken from Native Americans by force.7 In short, nothing 
in its history had prepared Rutgers administrators, professors, or students to 
treat African Americans, much less African American students, equitably.

It was a miracle of sorts that any African Americans attended Rutgers in 
the late nineteenth century, the period in African American history known as 
the nadir. Because it was marked by white vigilante terror, peonage, lynchings, 
race riots, black codes, the convict lease system, disenfranchisement, and Jim 
Crow segregation, many scholars have questioned whether legal slavery ever 
really ended. Some have argued that the Thirteenth Amendment that ended 
slavery actually ushered in a period that was “worse than slavery,” or “slavery 
by another name.”8 And the system of racial oppression that emerged after the 
Civil War was not a southern phenomenon, but national in scope. Although 
northern communities did not erect signs that separated blacks from whites, 
they nevertheless cordoned blacks off into everything that was least desirable. 
In the words of historian Thomas Sugrue,

Public policy and the market confined blacks to declining neighbor-
hoods; informal Jim Crow excluded them from restaurants, hotels, 
amusement parks, and swimming pools and relegated them to sepa-
rate sections of theaters. All but a small number of northern blacks 
attended racially segregated and inferior schools. As adults, blacks 
faced formidable obstacles to economic security. They were excluded 
from whole sectors of the labor market. And as a result of the combined 
effects of segregation, discrimination and substandard education, they 
remained overrepresented in the ranks of the unemployed and poor.9

New Jersey was like other northern and western states. Although an 1881 
law banned segregation in all public accommodations and schools, and out-
lawed segregation on juries, the law was inconsequential first because local-
ities and merchants routinely ignored it, and second because the costs of 
fighting violations were prohibitive. Only two lawsuits were filed for violations 
of the law in the area of school segregation. Like the white citizens of Fair-
haven, New Jersey, who in 1881 built a separate school for black children in 
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order to keep their schools white, New Jersey white citizens preferred segrega-
tion over integration.10 Similarly, by 1896 blacks were barred from amusement 
rides and beaches in Atlantic City and similar recreation areas along the Jer-
sey Shore and in the Palisades. In Newark, blacks were barred from Olympic 
Park, and everywhere housing was segregated and inadequate.11 While blacks 
were kept out of white neighborhoods by bankers who refused loans and white 
homeowners who used vigilante justice and restrictive covenants, employers 
used blacks as scabs to break strikes, and labor union hostility kept blacks in 
the lowest paid jobs. Only six of twenty-two New Jersey labor organizations 
opened their doors to blacks.12 Part of what some historians call “Up South” or 
the “Jim Crow North,” New Jersey was not a haven from the heartless South.13

Still, it was the destination of thousands of African Americans who fled 
the South in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries looking for 
a better life. Black New Jersey’s population tripled between 1870 and 1910. 
In 1900 blacks made up 3.2 percent of the state’s population; by 1930 they 
were 5.2 percent, or 208,828. In 1940 New Jersey’s black population was over 
226,000.14 New Brunswick’s demographics also changed. Between 1870 and 
1930, the city’s black population grew from 577 to 2,086.15 If African Amer-
icans in the state and the city of New Brunswick looked to Rutgers, their 
state-supported university, to be a liberalizing force, they were sorely disap-
pointed. Rutgers proved to be much like the rest of New Jersey in upholding 
white supremacy. Though the black students who attended Rutgers before 
World War II made the most of the opportunity to attend Rutgers, the school 
adhered to policies and ideologies that made these pioneers outcasts and 
strangers in their own school.

Scarlet and Black: Constructing Race and Gender at Rutgers, 1865–1945 charts 
race and African Americans at Rutgers from shortly before the Civil War to 
World War II. It begins with the stories of two African American men who 
entered the New Brunswick Theological Seminary as the first black students of 
that institution. Islay Walden and John Bergen attended NBTS in 1876, approxi-
mately a decade before Rutgers College admitted its first black graduate, James 
Dickson Carr, in 1888. Although Bergen’s presence as a student in the archives 
remains fragmented and fleeting, Islay Walden’s more substantial records tell 
a remarkable story of an ex-slave with impaired vision who walked from North 
Carolina to New Jersey seeking a formal education. His experience at How-
ard’s Normal School and then NBTS as an older student exposes the contra-
dictions in NBTS and Rutgers College philosophies on race, nation, and equal 
education in the Rutgers intellectual tradition that championed white Prot-
estantism. The chapter then examines Rutgers fraternities, literary societies, 
and journals, demonstrating how both before and after black emancipation, 
Rutgers professors and students argued the case for black and Native Ameri-
can inferiority. It also focuses on the school’s foreign missionary work and its 
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essay contests as a way of showing how many Rutgers alumni spread the gospel 
of white supremacy abroad, making Rutgers a think tank for the ideological 
foundations of colonialism and imperialism. Chapter 2 expands our under-
standing of black life in the urban north from Scarlet and Black, Volume 1, by 
continuing the study of African Americans in New Brunswick. This chapter 
follows a period of expanded African American migration north following the 
Civil War, and into the changing landscape of industrialized northern cities. 
African Americans would face both expanded labor opportunities not avail-
able in the postwar South as well as increased racial discrimination and sur-
veillance typical of such northern migration. The chapter demonstrates that 
in response, African Americans focused on institution-building to support 
their growing communities threatened by white supremacy. The post–Civil 
War period was a time of extensive growth for Rutgers College as it established 
the Rutgers Scientific School as a land-grant school in 1864, built its own Geo-
logical Hall in 1872, opened its first residential dormitory in 1890, and founded 
the New Jersey College for Women in 1918. Paralleling the expansion of Rut-
gers, the African American community of New Brunswick grew by leaps and 
bounds. They eventually overlapped as Rutgers employed local African Amer-
icans as waiters, butlers, and housekeepers in their ever-expanding facilities. 
Close proximity, however, did not alter the racist ideology that oozed from the 
Rutgers intellectual tradition, nor did it alleviate the hardship that grew from 
New Brunswick’s segregated schools, discriminatory labor market, or outright 
white terrorism. Chapter 2, therefore, looks closely at the black community 
that existed in the shadow of Rutgers—their struggles to establish quality edu-
cation for their children and to build black businesses in the face of job and 
housing discrimination; their efforts to build institutions in reaction to white 
exclusion and terror; and the consequences of a demographic pattern that put 
black women in the majority.

Having established the on- and off-campus landscape that the first black 
students would have to navigate, Chapters 3 and 4 look at the first black men 
and women to matriculate at Rutgers and the racial and class projections 
imbedded in the meaning of “Rutgers Men and Women.” Rutgers as an insti-
tution put forth images of students as future leaders of the American nation, 
embodying civic duty, honor, respectability, and social leadership. Thus, the 
first African American students, mostly from the black middle and upper 
classes, were self-possessed and intellectually stellar. However, despite their 
rightful presence and exceptionality at Rutgers, they were not fully embraced. 
Today they are duly celebrated as trailblazers but in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, theirs was an isolated and lonely walk. Most could 
not and did not live in dormitories and though they joined some campus 
clubs, they were barred from other campus events. At Rutgers College, men 
like Paul Robeson, James Dickson Carr, and James Morrow strove to prove that 
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black people not only deserved equal standing with their white counterparts 
but that they could achieve excellence and boost the reputation of the college. 
They pried open racially exclusive Rutgers doors and after graduation most 
went on to speak and work for black America. Similarly, at New Jersey Col-
lege for Women (what would become Douglass College) the presence of young 
women of color, including Julia Baxter Bates, challenged racist representations 
still emanating from campus newspapers and student print culture circulat-
ing in the 1930s and 1940s. The last chapter of Scarlet and Black zeros in on two 
very light-skinned cousins, Julia and Malcolm Baxter, who were among the 
first African Americans to attend Rutgers. Julia was the first African American 
woman to graduate from the New Jersey College for Women, later to become 
Douglass College. Though both came from activist households, after gradua-
tion these two cousins’ relationship to blackness diverged, and the chapter 
explores some of the reasons why Malcom Baxter may have chosen to “pass” as 
white while his cousin Julia spent her career fighting for black equality in New 
Jersey. The first black students at Rutgers faced many challenges to their right 
to an elite education. These chapters show how they persevered and opened 
the doors for future black students to thrive at Rutgers.

As is the case with Volume 1 of Scarlet and Black, this study of Rutgers and 
black Americans from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century by 
no means exhausts this subject. It is still a beginning but part of an ongoing 
effort to recover Rutgers history with African Americans as a way of recon-
ciling with it. This second volume is offered in the hope that it will provide 
insight on the past history of exclusion as a way to move forward with inclu-
sion. Today the Rutgers student body is among the most diverse in the nation. 
One of its twenty-first-century mandates is to teach students of different cul-
tures to work together for a productive future. The Rutgers motto is “Jersey 
Roots, Global Reach.” Scarlet and Black offers this history in the belief that if 
Rutgers reckons with its roots, its reach will be broader and more meaningful.
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1

All the World’s a Classroom

The First Black Students Encounter the Racial, 
Religious, and Intellectual Life of the University

TR ACEY JOHNSON, ER I K ITADA,  

MEAGAN WIERDA, AND JOSEPH WILLIAMS

Islay Walden, a child born from an enslaved woman and a white man, began 
his life enslaved in North Carolina. After witnessing the close of the Civil War 
and gaining his freedom, he, like many freed people, sought out employment 
and the right to an education (Figure 1.1). On an extraordinary journey to ful-
fill his dreams, Walden walked from North Carolina to Washington, DC, then 
to New Brunswick, New Jersey. He became one of the first two African Amer-
ican students admitted to the New Brunswick Theological Seminary. In the 
first decades after the Civil War, the New Brunswick Theological Seminary and 
its closely affiliated Rutgers College began their long and tenuous relationship 
with African American students pursuing higher education in the North. The 
seminary admitted two African American men, Islay Walden and John Bergen, 
in 1876, approximately a decade before Rutgers College admitted its first black 
graduate, James Dickson Carr, in 1888. Due to the close quarters of both insti-
tutions and their relatively small student bodies, Walden and Bergen represent 
the first black student presence on the Rutgers campus.

When the newly minted Rutgers College opened its doors for good in 1825, 
following what amounted to a series of fits and starts since the school’s found-
ing as Queen’s College in 1766, the student body numbered all of eight people. 
For the next twenty years the student population hovered steadily around 
thirty students, until a substantial increase occurred during the 1850s. On 
the eve of the Civil War, approximately 125 students attended Rutgers College.

Largely made up of middle- and upper-class white men from the New Jer-
sey, New York, and Pennsylvania area, a number of the students could also 
claim filiality to the college’s founders, presidents, trustees, and donors. Many 
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of these men were slave owners or the beneficiaries of the trade and toil of 
enslaved men and women. Indeed, the history of Rutgers College had long 
been entangled with the history of slavery.1

Given that the student body reflected a certain homogenous demo-
graphic—white, male, Protestant, and of relative means—it is not surprising 
to learn that the college also fostered a related homogeneity in thought and 
opinion during the first half of the nineteenth century. More often than not, 
this particular worldview was characterized by a politics of moderation and an 

FIGURE 1.1 “Islay Walden.”

RCA Photos & Resources, http://rcaarchives.omeka.net/items 
/show/26, Image courtesy of Special Collections and 
University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries.

http://rcaarchives.omeka.net/items/show/26
http://rcaarchives.omeka.net/items/show/26
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aggressive policing of borders based on the dictates of race and religion. While 
these two tendencies—restraint and aggression—may appear at odds with one 
another, they nevertheless represent two sides of the same coin. After all, the 
first half of the nineteenth century was a moment wrought with incredible 
and widespread changes across the swiftly expanding nation. Though new 
markets and technologies such as canals and railroads began to crisscross and 
connect once distant places, some of the most consequential changes seemed 
to foretell a shake-up of the country’s social order. With the specter of the 
abolition of slavery looming large and a significant number of immigrants 
reaching the country’s shores, it was in the interest of white men to assert 
their racial and gendered power in order to preserve a status quo that recog-
nized and rewarded their supremacy.

Many of the students of Rutgers College shared in the project of not only 
safeguarding but extending the prerogatives of white Protestantism, tak-
ing their cues from family and faculty along the way. During the first half 
of the nineteenth century, for example, a number of the college’s educators 
and administrators were avid participants in missionary work among Native 
Americans as well as advocates for the forcible removal of African Ameri-
cans beyond the borders of the United States. Though billed as reform efforts, 
evangelization and colonization were but thinly veiled attempts at creating a 
nation whose citizens were Christian and nonblack.

Efforts to disseminate this worldview both on and off campus were not 
limited to the antebellum period. Indeed, the white Protestant ethos ani-
mating these violent projects would find new life during the second half of 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. With the abolition of slavery, 
many whites feared the loss of their once-sanctioned superiority and thus 
resorted to a number of legal and extralegal measures to further subjugate 
and terrorize African Americans. Even those who had opposed slavery found 
themselves questioning the ability of African Americans to self-govern and 
thrive. At the same time, white Americans struggled with nonwhite and 
non-Christian peoples beyond their borders owing to the brutal extension of 
their overseas empire.2

The students and faculty of Rutgers College, buttressed by a long-standing 
and homegrown intellectual tradition that privileged a white Protestant ideal, 
defended a particular vision of the American nation state at home and par-
ticipated in missionary efforts to export it far and wide. By considering the 
intellectual production of some students, faculty members, and administra-
tors at Rutgers College over nearly a century, alongside the stories of its first 
black students, this chapter will index the remarkable consistency with which 
people affiliated with Rutgers were able to justify the marginalization of racial 
and religious others both at home and abroad.
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“That Ex-Slave at Rutgers”: Islay Walden and New Brunswick 
Theological Seminary’s Domestic Missionary Impulse

Throughout the nineteenth century, Christian missions were imperative 
to the students and faculty of the New Brunswick Theological Seminary 
(NBTS). Faculty minutes show an enthusiasm for the spread of Protestantism 
throughout the world.3 Rutgers’s foreign missions and the way they viewed 
nonwhite populations were influenced by the opinions they held of African 
Americans. After the Civil War ended and with the onset of southern Recon-
struction, many northern whites sojourned south to evangelize among the 
newly freed people. Historian Eric Foner wrote that these northerners were 
not successful “partly because of their ill-disguised contempt for uneducated 
black ministers and their emotional services.”4 Missionaries to the South 
attempted to modify the behavior of black church services by repudiating 
the dancing, clapping, and call and response that they viewed as “heathen-
ish.” They aimed to raise a new class of black preachers trained in theology.5 
Faculty and students from the NBTS saw their institution’s missionary work 
as essential to spreading the gospel nationally and internationally. Although 
there is no evidence to suggest NBTS students went south to conduct mis-
sions, the seminary carried out their own form of missions to the South’s 
newly freed people.

Little is known about Walden’s classmate, John Bergen. The seminary’s 
biographical records list Bergen as a “blind Negro” who joined the South-
ern Presbyterian Church in Columbus, Georgia, after graduating in 1879. He 
passed away in 1893.6 Walden, on the other hand, left a significant paper trail 
and lived quite an exceptional life. Born in slavery in North Carolina in 1843, 
Walden’s status differed from his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather, 
who were all freemen. His father, William D. Walden, had a relationship with 
an enslaved woman named Ruth Gardner. Laws of the time stated that the 
status of Islay and other black children followed the condition of their moth-
ers. Gardner passed away when Walden was only eight years of age.7

By all accounts Islay showed intellectual talents from a young age. One 
of his masters, so impressed by Islay’s mathematical skills, would take the 
young boy into town and wager bets on how long it would take Islay to finish 
a complicated equation. Walden also acquired the gift of literacy through his 
master’s wife, who taught him how to read by candlelight—despite the ille-
gality of teaching slaves how to read. Perhaps seeing how bright young Islay 
was, or simply knowing the positive impact literacy could have on his life, 
his mistress decided to take the chance despite the potential consequences.8 
These skills enabled Walden to express his feelings through poetry—an art 
form in which he became quite skilled. One of his poems articulates his 
thoughts on the ending of the Civil War:
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But now I see the war is ended,
And all thy anger is suspended;
Peace I think I hear thee crying,
As thou art to the Union Flying.

And Hallelujahs I am singing,
To see my race from bonds are springing,
For sure a better time is coming,
The insects whisper through their humming.

So now farewell to plough and hoeing,
For I to Yankee town am going;
No longer will I drive this wagon,
Nor under slavery’s chains be swagging,

But Dixie, oh, the land of cotton,
Let slavery die and be forgotten;
And we will turn unto each nation
With greater zeal for education.9

This is an excerpt from his poem entitled “An Address to Dixie.” It chronicles 
his own experiences witnessing the defeat of the Confederacy and the birth of 
freedom for himself and his enslaved brethren. On the day of Robert E. Lee’s 
surrender in 1865, Islay worked in a gold mine in North Carolina. Freedom 
brought Walden the option to decide what he wanted to do with his life. He 
left the gold mine and the state on foot and made his way north to live out the 
“zeal for education” he wrote about.10

Walden arrived in Washington, DC, in 1867 where he hoped to attend How-
ard University, which was established in the same year. While in DC, Walden 
could not afford the tuition at Howard, so he yet again set off on foot north-
ward to explore other opportunities. On his journey he made money by selling 
his poems. He eventually found his way to New Brunswick in 1870 and met 
George Atherton, professor of political science at Rutgers, who, through the 
Theological Seminary, pledged $150 per year for Walden’s education at Howard 
under the agreement that he would return to New Brunswick and enter the 
theological seminary.11

Islay graduated with a bachelor of arts degree from Howard’s Normal 
School Department in 1876. Not long after he made his way back to New 
Brunswick and enrolled in the seminary.12 Faculty minutes from 1877 show 
that although Walden and Bergen took seminary courses, the Board of 
Superintendents did not officially sanction their attendance.13 This is nota-
ble because seminary faculty essentially admitted Walden and Bergen pro-
visionally, before asking permission from a higher authority. These two men 
were exceptions to the de facto segregation that governed the NBTS, Rutgers 
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College, and most mainstream educational institutions countrywide in the 
nineteenth century.14 Perhaps Walden and Bergen were afforded this opportu-
nity because, unlike most stereotypical depictions of black men, they were not 
seen as threat. Bergen was blind and Walden also struggled with his vision, 
they were both married, and Walden’s considerable fame as a poet made him 
rather popular with students and faculty. It was in part because of Walden’s 
rapport with students themselves that he was allowed to take classes among 
his white classmates.15

Walden’s presence at the NBTS soon became known to those at other uni-
versities and stirred up a small controversy. During his first stay in New Bruns-
wick in 1870, Yale College’s student newspaper The College Courant wrote about 
Walden in their “College Gossip” column. It simply stated, “An ex-slave  .  .  . 
thirty-five years of age, has entered Rutgers College where he will be main-
tained by the Second Reformed Church of New Brunswick.”16 In January 1871 
Rutgers’s student newspaper, The Targum, published a blistering rebuttal enti-
tled “That Ex-Slave at Rutgers.” The author, only known as Bayard, suggested 
that the Yale article was tasteless and written only to disparage the name of 
Rutgers, as the column did not include all of the facts on Walden’s relationship 
with Rutgers and the seminary. Bayard wrote that Yale’s column was “a little 
spicy, nutshelly line” that led to “outrage perpetrated on the name of [Rut-
gers].”17 Bayard chronicles the events that led to Walden’s relationship with 
Rutgers and seminary faculty, stating that after one conversation with Islay, 
Professor Atherton “describe[d] [Walden] as a man of unusual intelligence 
and observing faculties—showing wisdom of men and events quite extraordi-
nary.”18 Bayard suggested that Walden’s affiliation with the seminary was jus-
tified not only due to his intelligence, but because Walden “manifested a great 
desire to work among his own people in North Carolina, and will probably be 
sent there, when educated, to organize churches, etc. Of course, any help the 
Second Reformed Church afforded him was perfectly appropriate under these 
circumstances.”19 Bayard’s words highlight, again, that Walden was accepted 
because of his exceptional intellectual faculties and not for integration in the 
white religious community. Rather, he would be sent away in service of “his 
own people.” Walden and Bergen alike would have been anomalies to student 
and staff at Rutgers whose public discourse on race painted black and brown 
people as inferior.

His emphasis on the fact that Walden would not stay at the NBTS or in 
New Jersey for too long is, indeed, curious. Scholars have thoroughly docu-
mented the fear white northerners held of black southerners who migrated 
north. Historians such as Kali N. Gross, Khalil Muhammad, and Cheryl Hicks 
highlight that southern blacks were seen as inherently criminal and as posing 
a threat to northern society.20 In his influential monograph The Condemnation 
of Blackness, Muhammad highlights the discussions white thinkers had on the 
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problem that black freedom posed to white society. Thinkers such as Nathan-
iel Shaler wrote articles on the “Negro Problem” which argued that African 
Americans were not fit for citizenship and characterized blacks as “savages” 
and “beasts.”21 These beliefs of black inferiority and criminality justified dis-
crimination against black people. Conversely, this does not seem to be the 
case with Walden, though, as people continually touted him as exceptional 
due to his prowess in math and poetry. Additionally, throughout NBTS records, 
he is portrayed as unthreatening due to his vision impairment and the fact 
that his wife was in New Brunswick with him. Bayard’s quote does hint at the 
disdain whites held for socially aspirant blacks such as Walden who were well 
educated and “respectable.” The college and the city of New Brunswick, had 
long exercised social control over blacks, free and enslaved, since its establish-
ment.22 Walden’s nonpermanent presence in New Brunswick comforted whites 
in the city who were used to blacks occupying occupations and attitudes of 
deference. In this instance, although whites considered Walden exceptional, 
his exceptionality did not exempt him from views held about race and black 
comportment deeply entrenched nationally.

Minutes from Rutgers College’s Philoclean Society (a student literary 
society common in early colonial universities) indicate disinterest in the 
lives of newly freed people. In 1877, Walden’s second year at the seminary, 
the society debated whether the Compromise Bill of 1877 should be adopted. 
They “decided in favor of the affirmative.”23 The Compromise Bill of 1877 effec-
tively ended Reconstruction in the South when Republicans and moderate 
southern Democrats plotted together to settle the disputed 1876 presidential 
election. The Republican candidate Rutherford B. Hayes was instated under 
the condition that Republican governments in Louisiana and South Carolina 
were abandoned. Historian C. Vann Woodward said of the compromise that 
“the Southerners were abandoning the cause of [their candidate] in exchange 
for control over two states, and the Republicans were abandoning the cause 
of the Negro in exchange for the peaceful possession of the presidency.”24 
There was much at stake that resulted in the creation of this bill that the 
Philoclean Society may have discussed, including the dismantling of Repub-
lican rule in the former Confederate South. The compromise proved that 
the newly rejoined nation could choose a president without force. However, 
despite their reasons for voting to affirm the compromise, members of the 
society would have known the effect this compromise could potentially have 
on the newly freed people of the South. Their vote for the Compromise Bill 
of 1877 highlights the lack of concern they had for the plight and future of 
black people.

Of course, this disinterest was not indicative of all students or faculty at 
the seminary or Rutgers College. Walden’s relationship with Rutgers profes-
sor George W. Atherton, while undoubtedly paternalistic, came with perhaps 



14	 SC A R LET AND BL ACK

the best intentions of all Walden’s institutional ties. Atherton was connected 
to Rutgers College, not the seminary, and the missionary impulse that was 
so integral to the seminary may not have been at the forefront of Atherton’s 
mind. Atherton, professor of history, political economy, and constitutional law, 
graduated from Yale in 1863 and arrived at Rutgers to teach in 1871. Between 
these years he served voluntarily for the Union Army.25 Although Atherton and 
Walden were born into vastly different circumstances, they had many com-
monalities. For example, Atherton’s father died and left nothing for the family, 
when Atherton was a young boy. Atherton was forced to toil in a mill to earn 
a living for himself and when he was seventeen, Atherton’s zeal for education 
led him to work and save to obtain a college education.26 Perhaps, upon meet-
ing Walden and hearing his life story, Atherton empathized on a personal 
level. Atherton’s efforts to secure Walden one hundred and fifty dollars a year 
for his schooling at Howard University—not a small amount—suggests Ather-
ton held respect and a fondness for him.

Although Walden had a good rapport with faculty and students, he still 
faced many difficulties during his tenure at NBTS. In 1878 Walden penned a 
letter to Professor David D. Demarest who was a member of the NBTS faculty, 
asking for a reduction in his rent due to financial struggles. Demarest was 
on the Hertzog Hall Committee, which was in charge of the seminary build-
ing and dealt with numerous matters including financial obligations. Walden 
recognized the debt he owed to the Hertzog Hall Committee but justified it 
due to “having been born afflicted in [his] eyes,” and stated that it was “a 
great disadvantage under which [he] labor[ed].” Next, Walden highlighted the 
particular burden he carried as an African American student, stating: “As we 
have no colored churches it is hardly natural for me to take my turn in preach-
ing on the Sabbath.”27 Although New Brunswick’s Mount Zion A.M.E. Church 
existed and served the African American community of the city, Walden’s 
affiliation with the Dutch Reformed denomination could have prevented him 
from preaching there.28

Walden’s letter is revealing for a number of reasons: the “we” in Walden’s 
letter refers to the Dutch Reformed Church, not the African American church 
in New Brunswick, since the Mount Zion A.M.E. Church was well established 
in the city at this point. Walden’s use of the adjective “we” was a light critique 
of the NBTS and the Protestant church—that although Walden, the exception, 
was taken in by the NBTS, they had not yet made strides to evangelize to the 
black community in New Brunswick. Walden continued on about the ways 
in which he filled this gap and made an impact on local African Americans. 
Walden wrote that he “established what is called the Student’s Mission which 
consists of 60 odd scholars, most of which were gathered from the streets.” 
Although his cause added to his experience in preaching and evangelizing, it 
actually cost him money to run. He notes that some of the members “were so 
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poor and destitute that we were not only compelled to fix them up but in many 
cases I had to buy soap that the peculiar scavengers might be removed.”29 
Walden’s altruism was at the expense of his own well-being. The letter high-
lighted the impossibility of Walden’s situation—his vision impairment limited 
how much he could accomplish, scholastically or financially, without assis-
tance. He at least sought an understanding of his situation—his race restricted 
where he could preach, and his institutional affiliation with the NBTS presum-
ably barred his ability to preach at the Mount Zion A.M.E. Church. These were 
all things that hindered his financial situation.

The Hertzog Hall Committee’s decision on whether or not to reduce Walden’s 
rent is unknown—no trace of it exists in the archive. Perhaps, they agreed to 
lessen Walden’s burden. It cannot be understated that the choice of NBTS to 
admit Walden and Bergen was a progressive one in its day. During Walden’s time 
at the seminary he encountered the charitable nature of a few professors and 
students. It must be remembered, though, that Walden’s story, much like his 
presence on campus, was an exception. Students and faculty at NBTS and Rut-
gers continued to hold personal views of black people that were less generous. 
These men did not shy away from expressing their beliefs publicly.

Associational Life and the Prerogatives of White Protestantism

Some of the earliest vectors for—and vindicators of—Rutgers’s ideological con-
sensus were student groups on campus and, in particular, two rival literary 
societies formed in 1825: the Philoclean Society and the Peithessophian Society 
of Rutgers College. Though these were not the first literary societies founded 
at the college, they were by far the longest lasting and most influential, espe-
cially during the second quarter of the nineteenth century.30 Precursors—and 
in many ways parallel—to fraternities, these literary societies were the preem-
inent student groups on campus. And, given how few people attended the col-
lege during the second quarter of the nineteenth century, nearly every student 
belonged to one.

Membership to either the Philoclean or Peithessophian Society not only 
complemented the classical education students received at Rutgers, but it also 
helped to reinforce a particular culture of inclusion and exclusion. As his-
torian Nicholas L. Syrett argues, associational life was a means of creating 
and maintaining social divisions based on race, class, and gender. Indeed, 
groups like fraternities and literary societies were powerful agents of con-
formity.31 However, with an all-white, all-male student body during much of 
the nineteenth century, this conformity might seem like a foregone conclu-
sion. However, the members of the Philoclean and Peithessophian Societies 
did not simply reflect institutional prerogatives but rather actively—and at 
times even aggressively—cultivated a sense of belonging that was white and 
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Christian. Not only did these societies reflect an implicit understanding about 
who belonged on campus but its members actively defended this logic within 
the United States and abroad.

Both the Philoclean and Peithessophian Societies were heavily bureaucra-
tized groups. They produced and revised constitutions and by-laws, recorded 
meeting minutes, logged membership rolls, exacted dues and fines, and estab-
lished impressive private libraries. One of the key features of membership, 
however, was participation in the weekly debates. Not only were these debates 
meant to hone the oratory skills of aspiring lawyers and politicians, they also 
articulated a range of concerns governing the period. While a number of these 
concerns were somewhat pedestrian—for example, students wondered if mat-
rimony was preferable to celibacy—others were much more contemplative, 
inspiring such questions as whether or not private feelings should be sacri-
ficed to the public interest. Perhaps not surprisingly, though, the most press-
ing and frequently discussed subjects of debate were illustrative of two of the 
period’s greatest sources of anxiety: Indian Removal and slavery.32

Following their respective foundings, the question of whether or not 
white Americans were justified in driving Indians from their land dominated 
the debates of both literary societies. The 1829 election of Andrew Jackson, 
who made Indian Removal one of the cornerstones of his presidency, no doubt 
gave weight to this urgent issue.33 Within the Philoclean Society, a spate of 
questions between 1829 and 1831 confirms this point—“Were the Europeans 
justifiable in disposessing [sic] the Aborigines of the [United States] of their 
native land[?],” “Is it just for the United States to drive the Indians beyond 
the Mississippi[?],” “Has the Government of the United States in any instance 
treated the Indians unjustly[?],” and “Would the forcible expulsion of the Cher-
okee from Georgia be justifiable[?]”34

The issue of slavery proved an even more enduring one. During the sec-
ond quarter of the nineteenth century, the members of the Philoclean Society 
debated questions related to slavery or the status of African Americans on no 
less than a dozen occasions. Subjects of debate included whether or not slavery 
was justifiable, whether or not immediate or gradual emancipation was prefer-
able, and whether abolition or colonization provided “the best means of doing 
justice for our colored population and of elevating their moral condition.”35 
Unfortunately, the arguments made in favor of and against various claims 
were not recorded in the meeting minutes; only the outcomes of the debate 
were preserved. Still, we can draw a number of correspondences between the 
literary societies at Rutgers College and the fraught nature of political dis-
course during the antebellum period.

For example, we know that the nature of the debates on campus became 
increasingly impassioned as the Civil War approached, as a growing number 
of members were fined and censured for their disorderly behavior. On one 
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occasion in the fall of 1855, the members of the Philoclean Society considered 
the following question: “Should an American obey the fugitive slave law[?]” 
The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, an amplified version of its late-eighteenth-
century predecessor, was an incredibly polarizing piece of legislation that pit 
aggrieved southern slave owners against enslaved runaways and their allies. 
This revised and robust law not only had the imprimatur of the American 
state but benefited from the latter’s considerable resources, too. From cap-
ture to courthouse, alleged fugitive slaves were at the mercy of large bureau-
cratic apparatus that had the power to override state and local laws in order 
to enlist ordinary individuals in the capture of runaways. Indeed, average cit-
izens could be deputized at will and forced to hunt down suspected fugitives 
or, conversely, fined and imprisoned for harboring or concealing them. Thus, 
when the question of obeying the Fugitive Slave Law was raised at a meeting 
of the Philoclean Society in October 1855, its members were forced to grapple 
with the very constitutionality of slavery in the United States. Moreover, the 
rowdy debate that ensued belies the idea that northerners were unanimous in 
their dislike of slavery.36

These debates also allow us to extrapolate some of the political sympa-
thies and orientations of Rutgers students. We also know that certain topics, 
like colonization, resonated with the students more than others. The concept 
of colonization, or the belief in and practice of removing enslaved and free 
blacks from the United States to West Africa, was not an unfamiliar one to the 
denizens of Rutgers College. Many of the college’s trustees and faculty mem-
bers were enthusiastic members of the American Colonization Society (ACS), 
a self-proclaimed antislavery organization formed in 1816. While it is true 
that many members of the ACS opposed slavery, they nevertheless espoused 
a thinly veiled antiblackness that ultimately denied equality to individuals 
of African descent. For advocates of colonization, true freedom for African 
Americans could only be achieved outside of the United States. This deferred 
and ultimately conditional freedom embodied the kind of gradualist politics 
that defined the ACS.37

Given that the Rutgers community was relatively close-knit during the 
antebellum period, it is not surprising to learn that the gradualist politics of 
the administrators trickled down to the students, who entertained the idea 
of forming their very own auxiliary of the ACS. Indeed, the members of the 
Philoclean Society who debated the merits of colonization were the very same 
group energized by a rousing pro-colonizationist commencement address 
delivered by the college’s fifth president, Philip Milledoler, in 1831.38 Milledoler 
was a consummate antebellum reformer. Not only was he the vice president 
of New York state’s auxiliary colonization society between 1824 and 1829, but 
he was also an ordained minister and member of the American Bible Society, 
the United Foreign Missionary Society, and a past participant in missionary 
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work among the Osage in Missouri. It is not surprising, then, that Milledoler 
encouraged African Americans to seize the continent of their ancestors in 
order to “regenerate” it. For men like Milledoler, colonization served a dou-
ble function: not only did it put an end to slavery, which he regarded as a 
legitimate sin, but it also allowed for the evangelization of the supposedly 
benighted people of West Africa. The desire to abolish slavery among coloni-
zationists, then, could not be separated from an aggressive white evangelical 
chauvinism that disparaged West African culture and customs in order to 
justify American interventionism abroad.39

While we may have a clearer sense of the political and religious orienta-
tions of men like Philip Milledoler, whose work and deeds were largely unam-
biguous, we nevertheless have occasion to make certain claims about the 
intellectual climate of Rutgers College as well as its students at mid-century. 
From its deep-seated ties to slavery, both at home and abroad, its proven polit-
ical gradualism, as well as its distinctive Protestant bent, the college seemed 
to foster a conservative ethos. This context undoubtedly shaped the political 
orientations of its students, who learned that their white Protestantism effec-
tively ensured that they would always be the agents—not subjects—of debate.

Print and Prejudice at Rutgers College

In order to better understand the intellectual climate at Rutgers College, we 
can to turn to two short-lived yet insightful literary journals published by its 
students: the Rutgers Literary Miscellany (1842) and the Rutgers College Quar-
terly (1858–1861). Unlike the debates of the Philoclean Society, for example, 
these literary journals recorded students’ viewpoints and allow us to gauge 
their attitude concerning a range of contemporary issues during the tense 
two decades before the Civil War. Indeed, if we think of both of these periodi-
cals as barometers for the intellectual and political orientation of the student 
body, it is unmistakably one of a gradualist moderation coupled with the 
need to maintain the prerogatives and privileges of white Protestants. For 
these men, nothing less than the sanctity of the American political project 
was at stake.

The Rutgers Literary Miscellany lived up to its name. It contained editorial 
items, poetry, short stories, essays, local notices, commencement addresses, 
and much more. Some of the items were reprinted from previously published 
works; others were the original compositions of students and the occasional 
faculty member. Though it only lasted a year, the magazine found time to stoke 
the flames of patriotism, warn its readers about the “insinuation” of foreign 
manners within the United States, counseled readers on the virtues of pru-
dence and conciliation, as well as decry the perceived increase in fanaticism. 
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In an article entitled “Ultraism,” the anonymous author denounced those 
“who seem governed by no rule but the rule of extremes, and who uproot 
former systems and former usages without any regard to propriety.”40 While 
the author was speaking in more or less general terms about their percep-
tion of the rise of religious and philosophical extremism, transcendentalism 
included, the specter of radical abolitionism loomed large.

When this article first appeared in 1842, the country had long been roiling 
over the question of slavery. Defenders of the peculiar institution were made 
particularly uneasy by a series of slave revolts during the 1820s and 1830s, an 
outpouring of antislavery petitions in Congress, newspapers and pamphlets 
that advocated immediate—and sometimes even violent—abolition, and the 
prospect of racial “amalgamation,” or interracial marriage or sex. If anyone 
was looking to “uproot former systems” it was abolitionists. Faced with these 
mounting threats, proponents of slavery not only instituted a “gag rule” in 
the House of Representatives, which automatically tabled all antislavery 
petitioning between 1836 and 1844, but many also participated in frenzied 
anti-abolitionist riots in New York (1834) and Philadelphia (1835).41 In spite of 
countless deterrents, a number of abolitionists maintained a single-minded 
commitment to achieving racial justice, earning them such degrading labels 
as “fanatic” and “monomaniac.”42 The condemnation of the related “ultraism” 
in the previously cited piece, then, is entirely consistent with the gradualist 
moderation espoused by the affiliates of Rutgers College. Instead of advocat-
ing for the overthrow of a violent and static social order, the Rutgers Literary 
Miscellany preached, as in the original piece entitled “Prudence,” “vigilance 
in conduct, discrimination in judgment, and the dissipation of fantastic and 
impracticable schemes for advancing the welfare of society.”43

Many of these beliefs and ideas were reprised and sharpened in the Rut-
gers College Quarterly. Published well over a decade after the demise of the Rut-
gers Literary Miscellany—at the height of the sectional crisis—by the members 
of the Philoclean and Peithessophian Societies, the College Quarterly neverthe-
less considered itself its intellectual heir. This relative continuity in thought 
over successive generations of Rutgers College students suggests something 
important about the political and intellectual milieu it fostered. Indeed, if its 
forerunner merely hinted at the conservatism permeating the campus, the 
College Quarterly outright defended it.

In an 1858 article entitled “Old Fogyism,” the anonymous author reflects 
upon the invective so often levied against conservatives by “would-be reform-
ers.” While the author concedes that clinging to a “blind conservatism” is 
problematic, he nevertheless takes issue with the widespread characterization 
of all traditionalists this way. He accuses reformers of employing catchwords 
like “practical education,” “common sense religion,” and “human equality” to 
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garner support, while branding all others opposed to these tenets as “bigots” 
and “old fogies.” Continuing, he wrote:

Review the course of political strife for the last few years, and note 
those men who have stood by our constitution and the principles of 
the elder time; you will find that they all have received this title, and 
noisy politicians have re-echoed it in every corner of the land. What, 
then, is old fogyism? Is it adhering to those principles which have made 
our country the asylum of the oppressed—the home of the free? Is it 
refusing to worship at the shrine of human wisdom, instead of the altar 
of the living God? If it be, let the slab above my final resting-place have 
but that one word of eulogy. But if it be not this, modern agitators must 
be more careful in its application, or it will become a title more to be 
desired than royal honors.44

While this piece is, for the most part, vague in its condemnation of the efforts 
of “would-be reformers,” the author’s reference to “the course of political strife 
for the last few years” and his dismissal of “human equality” as nothing more 
than a catchword suggest he was likely referring to radical abolitionists.

By the time this article came out, the simmering political tensions of the 
1830s and 1840s had reached a boiling point. The Compromise of 1850—a col-
lection of bills that included the controversial Fugitive Slave Law—had barely 
eased the friction between slave and nonslaveholding states, as best evidenced 
by a series of violent and bloody clashes that erupted in Kansas in 1854 over 
the future of slavery in that state. The role played by radical white abolition-
ist John Brown in some of these confrontations was particularly troubling to 
slavery’s defenders. Moreover, and perhaps with greater consequence, 1857 saw 
the United States Supreme Court rule in the case of Dred Scott v. Sandford that 
individuals of African descent—whether enslaved or free—were not and could 
never be citizens of the United States and that Congress could not ban slav-
ery in the territories.45 Political strife, it turns out, was an understatement. In 
response to the Dred Scott decision, abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, a man 
who famously referred to the United States Constitution as a “covenant with 
death” and an “agreement with hell,”46 argued that his home state of Massa-
chusetts should continue to defy the dictates of the Fugitive Slave Law as well 
as refuse “a human being to be put on trial to decide whether he has a right 
to himself, or is the property of another.”47 In effect, Garrison was asking slav-
ery’s detractors to reject the Constitution because of the allowances it made for 
slavery as well as the extralegal and illegal measures demanded by the Fugitive 
Slave Law and the Dred Scott decision. For the author of the piece in the Rutgers 
College Quarterly, who likely “stood by” the Constitution, the position of Garri-
son and radical abolitionists like him was untenable. The kind of radicalism 
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espoused by men and women like Garrison—individuals who fought for racial 
justice and rejected the country’s political foundation—was disdainful. And if 
this is what made the author an “old fogy,” then he welcomed the insinuation.

Several months later, another article charged likely the very same “hot-
headed reformers” with unjustly and superciliously labeling “men of conser-
vative principles and profound reverence for old truth” old fogies. “O tempora, 
O mores! that such titles should be awarded so liberally to men unworthy of 
the distinction,” the author lamented, before then wishing for the multiplica-
tion of old fogies.48 This rearguard defense of conservative views amplifies the 
gradualism on campus of the preceding decades. Indeed, it suggests that at 
least some of these students were traditionalists who felt threatened by reform 
efforts, and radical abolitionism most especially. As white Christian men of 
ease, the students of Rutgers College had a vested interest in preserving the 
status quo that guaranteed their supremacy.

Perhaps the clearest indication of their racial politics emerges in a two-part 
article entitled “A Trip to the Bahamas,” which was more than likely written by 
one-time Rutgers College Quarterly editor, future professor, and vice president of 
Rutgers College, Theodore Sandford Doolittle. The first part of the article pro-
vides readers with a cursory tour of the picturesque island. The second part of 
the article, however, offers some unambiguous ideas about racial difference in 
the decades since the passage of the Slavery Abolition Act (1833), which out-
lawed slavery throughout the British Empire, including in the Bahamas. While 
Doolittle concedes that formerly enslaved people “justly” hated slavery, he nev-
ertheless wonders “whether the negro has been elevated either in his physical 
or moral nature by emancipation,” which was “the same old knotty question 
here as elsewhere.”49 Interestingly, his views echo those of the American Col-
onization Society, which doubted whether “elevation” was possible within the 
United States, thereby providing the justification for removal. Not surprisingly, 
then, while Doolittle agrees that in the abstract every “rational creature” has a 
right to freedom, he argues that in actuality, “the black is destitute by nature of 
capacity to attain the ends which make liberty of any worth.”50

Going further, he argues that with few exceptions, “the negroes of the 
Bahamas are degraded and indolent in the extreme.” Employing many antiblack 
tropes used to justify slavery, he maintains that black Bahamians—“Sambos” 
and “Dinahs”—were thoughtless and showed no foresight, lied, committed 
theft, behaved promiscuously, were untroubled by their poverty, and lacked 
the industry and initiative to reverse their fortunes. Even black Bahamians’ 
manner of talking, which the author describes as “meagre,” “rudimentary,” 
and “barbarous,” is chalked up to “their awful sloth, which will not allow even 
the organs of the voice to perform their natural functions.”51

It is important to note that Doolittle did not believe that race stemmed 
from innate biological differences. Indeed, he writes “it is moonshine to argue 
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that there is something inherent in the color inevitably opposed to progress 
and civilization.”52 Any differences between whites and blacks deemed racial 
or civilizational stemmed instead from the harrowing experience of bondage. 
Though hardly satisfying, attributing black inferiority to slavery rather than 
biology is a distinction worth teasing out. Indeed, the distinction calls to mind 
the reigning explanations for racial difference during the antebellum period: 
polygenesis and monogenesis. Polygenesis represented a radical interpretation 
of Creation, whereby the races had been created separately, endowed with dif-
ferent and unequal aptitudes, and evolved divergently. Monogenesis, on the 
other hand, maintained that all humans descended from a single ancestral 
pair and that any differences between them were environmental or cultural 
rather than biological.53 By suggesting that “the shiftless condition of the 
native negro is due to the reäction [sic] following the hard bondage, in which 
he remembers to have suffered,” Doolittle signals his monogenetic beliefs.54 
Still, subscribing to monogenesis does not rule out the espousal of virulent 
antiblack views, as demonstrated by his unchecked racism. Not surprisingly, 
these views would persist throughout the length of Doolittle’s life. In many 
respects, then, we may view the Rutgers College Quarterly as a staging ground 
for the kind of enduring conservatism that would animate his intellectual 
production at Rutgers College and beyond.

Importantly, monogenesis was not the only explanation for racial differ-
ence circulating around Rutgers College. An inventory of the library holdings 
of the Philoclean Society reveals that it contained Louis Agassiz’s coauthored 
Principles of Zoology: Touching the Structure, Development, Distribution, and Natural 
Arrangement of the Races of Animals, Living and Extinct with Numerous Illustrations 
(1848) and Methods of Study in Natural History (1863).55 Likewise, a survey of the 
meeting minutes of the Natural History Society of Rutgers College, which was 
formed in 1857 at the behest of geology professor George H. Cook, reveal that a 
lecturer (possibly Cook himself) gave remarks on Agassiz’s multivolume Natural 
History of the United States (1857–1862).56 Agassiz was a Swiss-born naturalist and 
Harvard professor of zoology and geology who was perhaps the most well-known 
proponent of polygenesis within the United States. Indeed, for men like Agas-
siz, it was this idea of fundamental difference that both created the conditions 
for—as well as continuously justified—the enslavement of individuals of Afri-
can descent. While the extent of the students’ engagement with Agassiz’s work 
is unclear, their exposure to it nevertheless seems certain. Moreover, the fact 
that the Philoclean, Peithessophian, and Natural History Societies would even-
tually share space in Van Nest Hall, following its construction in 1848, suggests 
something about the easy fraternity and circulation of ideas on campus. In all 
likelihood, college students throughout the North had greater exposure to poly-
genetic ideas than their southern counterparts, as many educators and students 
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in the South shrunk from anything that might undermine the divinity of God 
and the authority of the Bible.57

Within this context, it is no wonder that the students of Rutgers College 
were invested in preserving the prerogatives of a white Christian masculin-
ity or gripped by a determined gradualism during the second quarter of the 
nineteenth century. Not only were they politically aware, but perhaps more 
importantly, they were besieged traditionalists who actively looked to pre-
serve the status quo both within and outside their ranks—then and in the 
ensuing decades.

Race, Religion, and Reform: The Rutgers Public Intellectual

In an 1888 editorial published in the Christian at Work, a magazine based out 
of New York, Doolittle, the entry’s author and a professor of rhetoric, logic, 
and metaphysics at Rutgers College, boasted about the religious makeup of 
the Rutgers student body. He states, “There are only about 20 [of roughly 150 
students], and perhaps less, who are not professing Christians.”58 Doolittle had 
spotlighted the students’ piety to quell dismal views of society as increasingly 
profane. The Christian affiliations of the student population were evidence of 
humanity’s firm uprightness. A Rutgers alumnus (1859), former editor of the 
Rutgers College Quarterly, member of the Philoclean Society, seminary gradu-
ate, and licensed minister in the Dutch Reformed Church, Doolittle embodied 
the ideal Rutgers man—white, Protestant, and erudite—that defined Rutgers 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. His scholarship often 
reflected a bias toward Christianity as the ideal way of living. In his writings, 
he deemed the Christian profile of Rutgers students a “cause for rejoicing and 
hope. The destiny of our national future lies in the heads and hearts of our 
educated young men. Religion is now more diffused as a living experience 
and controlling force than ever before.”59 Only a Christian education would 
ensure students’ success and equip them to lead the United States, which Doo-
little characterized as a nation superior to other countries.60 The professor 
concluded his editorial with an appeal to parents, urging them to enroll their 
children in strictly Christian colleges.61

The brand of Protestantism Theodore Doolittle embraced informed 
his pedagogy and reveals much about how one Rutgers professor theorized 
about race in the late nineteenth century. If “control” of students summa-
rized the primary purpose of religion in higher education—in which colleges 
instill patriotic values and Christian ethics in young American men coming 
of age—then religion outside of the academy functioned to similarly reform 
societies and produce ideal citizens, especially African Americans, immi-
grants, and religious minorities. These groups Doolittle characterized using 
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racist stereotypes that captured the dominant lens through which most Rut-
gers students approached race. The two projects—producing ideal students 
and reforming nonwhites—complemented one another, and the professor of 
religion ultimately encouraged domestic and foreign missionary work among 
Rutgers students to make the world anew.

Theodore Doolittle and the Embodiment  
of the Protestant Worldview at Rutgers

To understand Doolittle’s pedagogy and racial ideology, and its connection 
to Rutgers in its early stage, we must first parse his religious views. The pro-
lific scholar left few lectures behind, but his public sermons and publications 
in the Christian at Work—written in his capacity as a Rutgers professor—pro-
vide insight into his embrace of Protestantism as an absolute authority and 
blueprint for social reform. He considered the Bible a divinely inspired doc-
ument and flouted philosophers—namely, Voltaire—who either used science 
to debunk Scripture or employed a purely scientific approach to explaining 
the sacred text. In “The Relation of the Bible to Science,” Doolittle implored 
readers to understand divine omniscience in the development of science as a 
field of inquiry. The scientific method, he argued, was subjected to the Bible, 
because God, chief orchestrator of Scripture, had preordained the discipline. 
Divine foreknowledge about scientific inquiry enabled God to choose its bear-
ers, and therefore God willed science on God’s time.62 To present-day readers, 
the rationale Doolittle used to refute the viability of the scientific discipline 
may lack sophistication, but the religious lens with which he approached var-
ious topics demonstrates his preference for Christianity as a departure point 
for cultural and academic criticism. In virtually all his examinations, Doolit-
tle privileged divine authority. A similar hermeneutic, for example, surfaces 
in his ideas on marriage. Writing in one of his weekly columns, “The Sunday 
School,” Doolittle invoked biblical passages that defined marriage as a cov-
enant between one man and one woman with the husband ruling over his 
wife.63 Not only did Doolittle rely on a hyperreligious framework to challenge 
scientific thought and define familial structures, but he opted for a Christian 
reading of historical events, especially the Revolutionary and Civil Wars.

On the eve of July 4, 1879, Doolittle penned an editorial for the Christian 
at Work in recognition of the upcoming holiday. “Fourth of July Reflections” 
recounted the series of events that resulted in American independence, and 
Doolittle began his account by tracing the British journey to North Amer-
ica in what he interpreted as a mission “to worship the God of the Bible in 
unrestrained freedom.” The “principled” and “devout” men, argued Doolittle, 
symbolized divine ordination in the moments leading up to the Revolution-
ary War, a form of manifest destiny that ultimately led George Washington, 
amid dismal circumstances, to defeat the British at Valley Forge.64 An earlier 
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essay, “The Nation’s Birthday” proposed a similar argument. While Doolittle 
included discussion of important events critical to contextualizing the rise of 
the United States as a sovereign nation—such as historical tensions with the 
British caused by the Stamp Act and furthered fueled by the Boston Massa-
cre—he nevertheless concluded that the nation achieved independent status 
because “God led the people by a way they knew not. Collision between the 
redcoats and the patriots seemed accidental, but was Providential.”65 Doolit-
tle framed the Declaration of Independence as a divinely inspired document, 
theological reasoning that failed to reconcile the notion of divine intervention 
and omnipotence with the circumscribed liberty of women and the enslaved 
status of African Americans at the time.

To be sure, the biblical scholar bemoaned slavery and criticized its sup-
porters. When Thomas Carlyle died, for example, Doolittle praised the his-
torian and famed cultural critic but rebuked his well-documented defense 
of the Confederate Army.66 Yet, for the most part, Doolittle’s emphasis on 
religion and embrace of nationalism clouded his reading of the antebellum 
period. On the heels of the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment, Doo-
little, then a recent graduate of Rutgers College and the NBTS, stood before 
the First Reformed Dutch Church in Schenectady, New York, and delivered a 
sermon that praised the United States for finally manumitting all slaves. Just 
one year into his position as a professor, the young scholar took to the pulpit 
and censured the nation for its long-standing support of black enslavement. 
“Indeed, owing to a false education, or to partisan prejudices, or to the desire 
for gain,” he roared, “we had begun to maintain that slavery was a divine 
thing for some, whilst we all felt it was an abomination for ourselves.” He con-
tinued: “In taking this ground we put ourselves square against Washington 
and Jefferson and Madison, and all the founders of the Republic. Yes, though 
it be said without bitterness, against God himself.”67 White embrace of slavery 
constituted a spiritual transgression and resulted in a misguided patriotism. 
Neither God nor the founding fathers, in Doolittle’s estimation, had intended 
slavery. This hagiographic and revisionist portrayal of the nation’s early lead-
ers overlooked Thomas Jefferson’s ownership of African people and the overall 
complacency with which he and his fellow statesmen approached slavery. His 
preference for religious zealousness and patriotic rhetoric defined, for him, 
the outcome of the Civil War. The outcome of the war, according to Doolittle, 
restored the country to economic prosperity: “Schools and colleges have been 
largely endowed. Church debts of immense magnitude, and by the score, have 
been paid off. The treasuries of the Sanitary and Christian Commissions had 
been made overflowing, and the Gospel carried to the soldier in the camp 
and hospital and on the march.”68 Combined with the drafting of the Thir-
teenth Amendment into law, these accomplishments convinced Doolittle that 
the United States had embarked upon a new era of “universal liberty” with an 
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abundance of labor opportunities for workers, “holy relationships” for fami-
lies, accessible education “for the enlightenment of the mind,” and the possi-
bility of a more harmonious state of race relations.69

Doolittle’s extremely misguided optimism speaks to a much earlier 
embrace of jingoism and Protestantism in his public scholarship as a Rutgers 
professor, a stance strengthened by his belief in white superiority. Despite an 
ardent opposition to slavery, Doolittle’s views on race remained problematic 
over the course of his academic career and some racist ideology is detectable 
in his 1865 homily. During his discussion of the prospect of black success, for 
example, he suppressed the sanguine tone used to describe the nation’s future 
in the rest of the sermon and traded it for more chary rhetoric. Even if “the 
black man may not attain to all these blessings,” he cautioned the congrega-
tion, “yet ours will be the justice and glory of giving him a fair chance in the 
race of life.”70 Low expectations for the black community’s progress seemed 
consistent with the professor’s belief in black inferiority. Racial equality would 
remain a far-fetched reality only if African Americans failed to pursue the 
opportunities created by their newfound freedom. Doolittle, a devout Chris-
tian who approached most dilemmas with faith, held little hope that the newly 
released bondsmen, in what he considered their degraded condition, would 
fully leverage the watershed moment.

A later editorial in the Christian at Work elucidated his racist views more 
explicitly. By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the black popula-
tion in the United States had rapidly swelled to large numbers. From 1870 to 
1910, New Jersey’s black population especially increased due to the influx of 
southern migrants in search of employment opportunities created by the port 
industry in areas like Atlantic City and the need for domestic labor in other 
parts of the state.71 Concerned with the growth, Doolittle questioned “what is 
to become of the negro, and of this country with the negro in it?”72 The level of 
urgency reflected Doolittle’s own anxieties about a changing racial landscape 
with a burgeoning African American population. These concerns echoed a 
similar anxiety over racial integration captured by white responses to the pos-
sibility of one of the first African American students, Islay Walden, living in 
the seminary. Doolittle’s writings and speeches demonstrated how the white 
Protestant image that defined Rutgers was not limited to the student body. 
Like the students, Doolittle appeared unsettled at the idea of an increasing 
black presence—whether on campus, at the seminary, in New Brunswick, or in 
the United States at large.

In the Christian at Work, he considered black growth a cause for panic 
and “a great problem pressing to the front for solution—of tremendous and 
political and moral forces lying under the surface of our communities, and 
already to burst sometime into volcanic violence.”73 Mischaracterizations of 
African Americans as degraded and in need of guidance was a mainstay of 
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white Protestant thought in the nineteenth century. Historian Leon Litwack 
observes how northern missionaries and educators “assumed that nothing 
short of a massive moral and religious transformation could liberate southern 
blacks from the remaining vestiges of slavery.” While a strategy of both black 
and white reformers, moral regeneration and its intellectual framing held dif-
ferent meanings across racial lines. African Americans viewed moral uplift as 
a communal endeavor and exclusively their responsibility given, among other 
issues, the long-standing support of and complacency with enslavement by 
white Protestants. In the postbellum North, the Dutch Reform Church had 
long embraced paternalism and benevolence to reform blacks and Doolittle’s 
characterization of African Americans as savages aligned with this view.74 
To address the issue of so-called black degradation, Doolittle recommended 
educational and religious reforms “to transform these growing multitudes of 
colored people into industrious, intelligent, thrifty, useful, and happy citi-
zens”—descriptors typically reserved for whites.75

Two years later, Doolittle again targeted African Americans and equated 
black spiritual expressions with criminal behavior. In one opinion piece, 
“Morality Divorced from Religion,” he described the vivacious music and 
uninhibited dancing characteristic of black Protestantism as “not at all 
inconsistent with the robbing of hen-roosts during the week, to say nothing 
more of serious offenses.”76 Doolittle then referred to the case of Chastine 
Cox, a black Christian from New York City convicted of robbery and the mur-
der of Jane Lawrence De Forest Hull in 1879. Cox’s case had received wide-
spread media attention because he managed to flee the crime scene before 
law enforcement eventually captured and sentenced him to death by hang-
ing. The episode sparked a national public discourse around criminal justice 
reform with one journalist questioning if Cox would receive a fair trial given 
the history of faulty murder convictions in the legal jurisdiction that over-
saw his case.77 Rumors spread that Frederick Douglass, the U.S. Marshall for 
the District of Columbia, would intercede on Cox’s behalf, which forced the 
popular activist and former abolitionist to issue a response in support of 
the conviction.78

Doolittle had obviously concluded that the courts handled the case with 
justice, but he went one step further and exploited the Cox episode to prove 
that blacks were pathologically dangerous and running amok. Evident of a 
much larger problem, Cox, according to Doolittle, represented a host of black 
adherents to an uninhibited Christian faith in need of better restraint in the 
church and greater social control in the streets. While some black Christians 
simultaneously praise God and plot evil with malice, Doolittle contended, “in 
too many instances the guilty violators of human and Divine law imagine that 
attendance upon church, liberal gifts to benevolent objects, and official join-
ing in public prayers and hymns somehow atone for the crimes committed 
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in business.”79 Black Protestants, in Doolittle’s estimation, lacked a sophisti-
cated understanding of divine grace, seemed too carefree and undisciplined 
in their spirituality, and possessed too strong of an impulse for crime.80 These 
attributes resulted in the black community’s overall immorality and could be 
best addressed with the inculcation of a more conservative Protestantism and 
the “practical, unceasing, and successful application of religious principles to 
daily character.”81

The racial ideology in “Morality Divorced from Religion” reflected a pat-
tern in Doolittle’s public scholarship that focused on the intersection of race, 
religion, and reform. Like his treatment of black Christians, the professor 
negatively characterized communities of color with large Muslim, Hindu, and 
Buddhist populations. Often, these mischaracterizations focused on religious 
minorities in other countries and allowed Doolittle to mask a belief in white 
nationalism with religious discourse. Because Japanese and Chinese citizens 
worshipped a deity not derived from the Judeo-Christian narrative, Doolittle 
reduced their customs to idol worship and labeled them immoral. So destruc-
tive was Asian religious culture that it created a depravity among the gen-
eral population and Doolittle concluded that “actually many of them are as 
untruthful, treacherous, and bloodthirsty as sin can make them.”82 Charges of 
deceitfulness often accompanied Doolittle’s racist rhetoric. After Charles Wil-
liam Eliot, the president of Harvard University, emphasized the importance of 
integrity in his 1888 address to Harvard’s academic community, Doolittle com-
mented on the speech in the Christian at Work. His editorial, “Thou Shalt Not 
Bear False Witness,” reiterated Eliot’s remarks but also recounted an instance 
in which Rutgers expelled a student for his dishonesty, a penalty that demon-
strated how Americans and Christians treated acts of deceit with the utmost 
severity. By contrast, Doolittle argued, “among the East Indians, Chinese, and 
other heathen countries, lying is reduced to a fine art,” enabled by their adher-
ence to non-Christian religious traditions.83

The professor’s negative portrayal of Chinese immigrants seemed con-
sistent with white anxieties about racial minorities in the post-Reconstruc-
tion era. In his examination of white missionaries from the American Baptist 
Home Missionary Society, historian Derek Chang notes how Baptist missionar-
ies “shared with advocates of segregation and exclusion a fear that Emancipa-
tion and immigration might result in the irreparable depredation of American 
society. . . . American Baptists worried that unconverted blacks and heathen 
Chinese threatened their monument to God.”84 Not limited to white Baptists, 
these concerns reflected the rhetoric of white ministers in the Dutch Reformed 
tradition as well. Terms like heathen and barbaric animated Doolittle’s schol-
arship that focused on religious minorities, such as his editorial celebrating 
Thanksgiving, in which he offered a remarkably negative connotation of Afri-
can religious culture,85 or an essay that declared the Japanese a helpless, “poor, 
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distressed creature that was once demoniac—once covered with all evil pas-
sions, such as cruelty, superstition, dark and dreadful vices, fondness for war 
and scenes of violence, horrid tyranny over the weak.”86 To justify this unam-
biguously racist delineation of racial and religious minorities, Doolittle cited 
problematic research widely considered authoritative and credible at the time, 
such as Charles Darwin’s review of Japan published in Natural History and Geol-
ogy and the work of Henry Morton Stanley, a social scientist and geographer 
regarded for his case studies of Central Africa.87 Such scholarship attested to 
the white nationalist premise of Doolittle’s intellectual orientation, despite 
his insistence that Darwin “never allowed his prejudices to disturb his clear 
vision of facts or of the influences that were energetically and nobly at work 
for the physical and moral elevation of mankind.”88 Doolittle’s preference for 
this type of scholarship also reflected a period in which white intellectuals 
increasingly relied on scientific racism standardized and advanced through 
academic studies of white scientists and journalists like Nathaniel Southgate 
Shaler and Ray Stannard Baker.89

The casual nature with which Doolittle cast people of color and reli-
gious minorities as the savage, barbaric other advanced public discourses on 
humanity and civilization steeped in prowhite nationalist rationale. A prom-
inent feature of the dialogue included a concern for the influx of immigrants 
into the nation, a potential demographic shift that caused as much panic for 
Doolittle as the growth of black communities in the North from migration. 
Comprising mostly godless “anarchists” and “socialists,” he suggested, immi-
grants threatened the democratic ideals of the republic.90 Those sympathetic 
to an American way of living nevertheless “come here with characters already 
morally wrecked” and engage in criminal behavior characteristic of foreign 
nations.91 It was, therefore, incumbent upon the United States to outline and 
enforce conditions designed to measure an immigrant’s suitability for life in 
the nation. These terms included the potential for economic stability, pos-
session of a clear criminal record, evidence of stellar health, and, of course, 
an allegiance to “Divine law”—stipulations that, if implemented, would effec-
tively ban the poor and working class, those deemed violent and unfit for soci-
ety, the disease-stricken, and religious minorities.92

The Rutgers Mission in the World

Doolittle’s selection of “scholarly” sources held content that mirrored the 
exclusionary intellectual culture fostered by the literary societies at Rutgers, 
in which religious minorities and people of color remained inferior to white 
Protestants. Like himself, Darwin had proposed a Christian model of regenera-
tion for Japan, outsourced through a strict process of Christianization focused 
on religious education and proselytization in foreign countries.93 In Doolittle’s 
assessment, no institution seemed better positioned than Rutgers College—an 
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offspring of the Dutch Reformed Church—to train the next generation of Chris-
tian missionaries. Indeed, the primary purpose of education, he argued, should 
involve rigorous religious instruction and cultivating a desire for conventional 
biblical principles. The editorial penned in 1888 was but a small, yet telling, 
introduction to Doolittle’s educational philosophy. Bound up with his views on 
race and reform, Doolittle’s pedagogy centered student missions as the hall-
mark of a classical curriculum. Intellectual discourse alone, however, could not 
achieve the level of religious rigor Doolittle sought for college students and, in 
fact, potentially compromised an unadulterated Protestant education.

In “College Students and Church Life,” he critiqued the faculty and admin-
istration at Harvard and Cornell for encouraging a solely intellectual inter-
action with ministers and theologians. When devoid of practical knowledge, 
he argued, any scholarly engagement with theology created an unwitting urge 
among students “to compare one speaker with another, to discuss the partic-
ular style of composition and delivery belonging to each, and to praise and 
condemn according to standards of aesthetic refinement in art afforded in the 
books and the class-room [sic], rather than according to the simplicity and effec-
tiveness of the Gospel.”94 Warning against this type of scholarly atmosphere, 
Doolittle advocated for a Protestant-based curriculum with more practical 
implications and, in The Christian at Work, he featured the story of Pom Kwan 
Soh, an immigrant with ties to the Dutch Reformed community, to illustrate 
his point. Soh had recently fled his native Korea to Japan after spearheading a 
failed insurgency against the government. Before leaving Japan, he met a U.S. 
missionary, forged a relationship with the minister, and converted to Christi-
anity. His matriculation into Rutgers came after baptism and, as Doolittle tells 
it, through providential inspiration to reform his homeland. Soh’s religious 
encounters in the United States attested to the effectiveness of Christian mis-
sions as an instrument of social regeneration. While scant on details, Doolittle’s 
spotlight of Soh’s transformation from Korean dissenter to diligent Christian 
student armed with Bible in hand also shored up his call for religious train-
ing in higher education.95 Indeed, Soh reflected a large part and long-standing 
tradition of the Rutgers student body who had, in fact, displayed an interest in 
missionary work during their studies and in post-graduation pursuits.

As Doolittle saw the importance of foreign missions, so did Rutgers 
alumni, students, and faculty members. They lived in an age of mission-
ary zeal, imagining foreign countries and indeed residing abroad. Overseas 
missions were a way of life at Rutgers College, as seen in alumni missionary 
engagement, the school’s essay competition on American missionary work, 
and the YMCA chapter on campus. Seemingly isolated, the history of Christian 
foreign missions was and remains an integral component of U.S. history since 
the early nineteenth century. Religious activities that took place outside the 
country contributed to the formation of American ideas at home.96 The history 
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of Rutgers College, like that of the United States, was tied to foreign missions 
and we can see the Rutgers Man’s missionary zeal from the 1830s to the early 
twentieth century.

According to Craig Steven Wilder’s Ebony and Ivy (2013), a study of Amer-
ican universities’ connections with slavery and with other events related to 
the U.S. history of racism and colonialism, “[f]oreign missions allowed white 
Christians to convert indigenous and colored peoples without strengthening 
the political and legal claims of nonwhite and non-Christian peoples upon 
the United States.”97 Christian missions to indigenous and nonwhite people 
elsewhere were tied to forces that preserved racism in the United States. Wild-
er’s argument could be further developed to suggest that the cultures of for-
eign missions on campus mirrored contemporary U.S. society that denied full 
citizenship to African Americans and Native Americans while showing little 
interest in the rights of nonwhite, colonized people overseas, and often sup-
porting U.S. government interventions into local struggles for independence. 
Educational institutions in an age of missionary zeal wittingly or unwittingly 
imposed particular worldviews on local people, stabilizing colonial condi-
tions, and preserving racial and social hierarchies. How then, did religious 
service overseas and resulting discourses shape and reflect racial ideologies 
of the Rutgers Man?

The 1916 alumni catalogue of Rutgers College lists the birthplaces and 
postgraduate trajectories of all Rutgers alumni from 1766 until 1916 and offers 
crucial insight into the history of foreign missions at Rutgers. The catalogue 
suggests that at least 70 of 2,157 alumni from 1830 to 1909 had relations with 
the American foreign missionary enterprise.98 Many missionary alumni listed 
in this catalogue proceeded to NBTS after completing their study at Rutgers 
College. Some, born overseas, had inherited their vocation from mission-
ary parents. The first Rutgers alumni who became missionaries were Elbert 
Nevius (class of 1830), William Youngblood (class of 1832), and Elihu Doty (class 
of 1835). Nevius, Youngblood, and Doty also studied at NBTS, and on a mission 
organized by the Reformed Church in America (also referred to as the Dutch 
Reformed Church) in 1836, they were sent to Borneo, a former Dutch colony 
comprising part of present-day Indonesia.99 The Reformed Church in America 
was responsible for sending out the majority of Rutgers missionary alumni, 
but other organizations, such as the American Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions and the Lutherans, also supported similar missionary trips 
abroad.100 Sons of missionaries, born abroad, start to appear in the catalogue 
from as early as the late 1840s. Both Samuel D. Scudder (class of 1847) and 
Joseph Scudder (class of 1848) were born in Ceylon, present-day Sri Lanka, to 
their well-known missionary parents, John and Harriet. Charles Ray (class 
of 1849) was born in Calcutta, India (present-day Kolkata), also as a son of 
missionary father Edward Ray.101 Their birthplaces were not only well-known 
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destinations of American foreign missions, they were prominent British col-
onies. The evidence shows that of these early missionaries’ sons at Rutgers, 
Joseph Scudder got involved in evangelical work in India from 1851 to 1860.

Since the first half of the nineteenth century, Rutgers alumni were involved 
in American Christian missionary work abroad. Their destinations were the 
colonies or semi-colonies of the Dutch and British empires, as well as the U.S. 
overseas empire, into the turn of the twentieth century. They worked in the 
Dutch East Indies (present-day Indonesia), China, India, Hawai’i, Japan, Arabia 
(what we now call the Middle East), and British East Africa.102 The widespread 
work of these alumni missionaries suggests that Rutgers foreign missions were 
embedded in the imperial histories of Europe and the United States.

The human flows between Rutgers College and the locations of foreign 
missions continued at a moderate pace throughout the nineteenth century 
and into the early twentieth century. The alumni moved globally between 
sites of religious work overseas and their home country. Overseas-born mis-
sionaries’ sons, likely white American citizens, returned to the United States 
and studied in New Brunswick.103

The freedom of movement of Rutgers missionary students, their parents, 
and alumni should be understood alongside discussions about immigration 
to the United States. Through much of the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, the U.S. government and the public worked toward the regulation and 
expulsion of specific immigrants through a series of immigrant acts, includ-
ing the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. The history of immigration is a history 
of nativism, including anti-Catholicism and anti-Asian sentiments, and Amer-
ican nationalism that worked in tandem with racism. Moreover, the work of 
immigration restriction helped consolidate federal and municipal govern-
ments.104 Rutgers foreign missions resonated with the asymmetry between the 
restricted mobility of nonwhite immigrants and the unrestricted mobility of 
white Rutgers missionaries.105

In addition to the alumni involvements in Christian service abroad, Rut-
gers College served as a site for the production of discourse on American mis-
sions by annually awarding two essay prizes. The Van Doren Prize was given to 
student essays on missions in general, including foreign and domestic activ-
ities, in a competition conducted from around 1869 until 1914. Meanwhile, 
from 1885 to 1914 the Van Vechten Prize was awarded to student essays on 
foreign missions. Both awards were established through donations from Wil-
liam Halsey Van Doren and A.V.W. Van Vechten. Van Doren earned his BA at 
Rutgers College in 1867, graduated from NBTS in 1871, and served as a clergy-
man of the Reformed Church in America.106 Van Vechten founded the prize “in 
honor of his mother, the late Louisa Van Vechten, and his father, Rev. Samuel 
Van Vechten, D.D.”107 The donor’s father completed his doctorate study at NBTS 
in 1822, served as a clergymen of the Reformed Church in America, received an 
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honorary master’s degree from Rutgers College in 1834, and died in 1882. The 
essay competitions were open to both seniors and juniors of Rutgers College 
and students of NBTS, and offered cash rewards of approximately twenty to 
sixty dollars. The submissions were judged by the faculty of the seminary.108 
Unfortunately we have no data on how many Rutgers students took seminary 
courses, but the combined reading of the Rutgers alumni catalogue and the 
biographical record of the seminary suggests that the two schools were quite 
close both physically and pedagogically. Not only did Rutgers students study 
at the seminary after their graduation from Rutgers College, but seminary 
students, like Frederick Kienhold Shield (alumnus of 1895), also took extra 
courses at Rutgers College and received “Bachelor of Divinity” degrees from 
the school in 1895.109

Many of the award winners became clergymen and a few became involved 
in foreign missions or were missionary sons. The Van Doren winner of 1886, 
William Isaac Chamberlain (class of 1882), was born in Madras, India (present-
day Chennai), as a missionary son and became a member of the Reformed 
Church in America’s mission to his country of birth. Similarly, Henry John-
stone Scudder (class of 1890), the 1896 winner of the same prize, was born in 
Coonoor, India, as a missionary son and served in the mission of the Reformed 
Church in America in Amoy, China.110

The award-winning essays can be read as collaborative products of stu-
dent compositions and the seminary faculty’s judgments, rather than sim-
ply the students’ personal reflections. Although the information about these 
essay contests was not consistently recorded in the Rutgers College catalogue, 
a call for Van Doren Prize submissions—“Subject for 1896, essay limited to 
3,000 words: ‘Methods of City Mission Work’”—implies that the school, pre-
sumably the judges of the seminary faculty, decided the subjects of essays and 
encouraged students to read and think about specific topics which the school 
regarded as important.111 Henry Johnstone Scudder, the Indian-born American 
missionary to China, won in the competition with his essay, entitled “Methods 
of City Missionary Work,” a virtually identical title to the award prompt.112 
Other titles of prize-winning essays, including Philip Wilson Pitcher’s “The 
Introduction of Missions in the Fiji Islands” (approximately 1885), Royal Arthur 
Stout’s “Protestant Missions in Persia” (1910), and Charles Frederick Benjamin 
Jr.’s “The Present State of Mission Work in Africa” (1898), suggest that the Van 
Doren and the Van Vechten Prize essays reflected and shaped Rutgers alumni 
involvement in American Christian missions and, more broadly, cultures of 
Christian foreign missions at Rutgers.113 Meanwhile, the award winners had 
few personal connections with the missionary destinations of their essay sub-
jects, which the school selected. Their biased depictions of unfamiliar places, 
mirroring the prejudice of their own and Rutgers, produced an imaginative 
fantasy of the Rutgers Man.
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The prize-winning essays serve as a window to look into the worldviews 
of the seminary faculty judges and into the racial ideas circulating within 
Rutgers College. The narratives in these essays can also be understood within 
histories of American Christian missions established in colonies and semi-
colonies of European and American empires around the globe. Although the 
topics of prize-winning essays on American missions were broad and global, 
several essays on evangelical work in U.S. territories show how education at 
Rutgers College both reflected and legitimized U.S. imperial expansions.114 
Some essays were written in blatantly racist language that infantilized and 
exoticized locals. These essays celebrated American Protestant missionaries 
in various destinations, arguing that the Christian work civilized locals and 
brought progress to the world.

It should be noted that the missionary was not only an agent of God but 
also an agent of United States empire, a contested self-image but undeniable 
reality throughout the history of the nation. The concept of American excep-
tionalism, the idea that the United States is uniquely different from other 
European empires, has helped the country deny its imperial history.115 Both 
Thomas Jefferson’s term “empire of liberty” and the Louisiana Purchase of 
1803 during his presidency accelerated westward settler colonialism and the 
expansion of slavery. The phrase “Manifest Destiny” was coined in 1845, just 
before the Mexican-American War, by newspaper editor John O’Sullivan, who 
supported the annexation of the Republic of Texas during the controversy. 
The idea of Manifest Destiny only gained greater popularity in the 1890s, 
helping to justify American expansions at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury, as epitomized in historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s influential 1893 
address, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” in Chicago, 
during the World Columbian Exposition. Turner’s thesis, insisting that the 
American frontier had closed, combined with the idea of Manifest Destiny to 
offer a political and intellectual legitimacy to the United States empire since 
1898, when the government officially gained overseas territories, such as the 
Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Hawai’i.116 Despite white American resistance to 
U.S. imperial expansions, like the 1898 foundation of the American Anti-Im-
perialist League, the worldviews of opponents of American empire and those 
of believers in Manifest Destiny were hardly oppositional: the former groups 
of people saw the United States empire as “accidental” and the latter asserted 
it as “inevitable.”117 Neither view fully considered the effects on the invaded 
populations.

The nation’s long history of territorial expansion and the turn-of-the-
century polarization over American empire resonated in Rutgers prize-
winning essays in the early twentieth century on American missions to U.S. 
territories. Rutgers student George Edward Hagemann’s “Missionary Work in 
the Philippines” (1912) argued that the American annexation of the Philippines 
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was “accidental.”118 It noted, “As President McKinley said, fourteen years ago 
they [the Philippine Islands] ‘dropped into our lap,’ unexpectedly and not 
from any desire of our own for their possession.”119 In fact, the United States 
obtained overseas territories, including the Philippines, through the Spanish-
American War of 1898. The United States engaged in the war under the rubric 
of liberating colonies from Spanish empire, but it also used military force 
against independence movements in the Philippines and Cuba. The subse-
quent Philippine-American War consolidated U.S. racial-imperial ideologies 
in tandem with domestic racial hierarchies in the United States.120 While the 
U.S.’s active intervention against Filipino self-determination indicated its 
desire to possess the former Spanish colony, Hagemann argued that the Phil-
ippines became part of U.S. territory “unexpectedly and not from any desire of 
our own for their possession.” Moreover, another Rutgers prize-winning essay, 
Simon Blocker’s “Missions in the Philippines since the American Occupation” 
(1905), discussed the Filipino uprising of 1896 against Spain as “the fruits of an 
unspiritual religion and corrupt priesthood.”121 By emphasizing corruptions of 
Spanish and Catholics on the land and by omitting the Philippine-American 
War, Blocker naturalized the beginning of the American colonial period of the 
Philippines as “the dawn of a new era of political and religious freedom for 
the oppressed natives.”122 The essay reflected the view that the U.S. annexation 
of the former Spanish colony was “inevitable.” We can see contemporaneous 
understandings of U.S. empire both as “accidental” and “inevitable” in these 
Rutgers students’ essays. While the two essays did not see locals as “savages” 
or “children,” they subjugated Filipinos by depicting them as in need of Amer-
ican Christian rescue and by erasing local struggles for decolonization.

Frederic Elmer Foertner’s essay “Protestant Missions in Alaska” (1902) 
celebrated the efforts and success of missionaries in establishing religious 
and vocational schools in the territory. Alaska, the forty-ninth state, became 
American territory with its purchase from Russia in 1867 and experienced set-
tler colonial immigration from the Klondike gold rush in the late 1890s.123 
Foertner argued that evangelical and industrial education brought benefits 
to indigenous peoples. Besides, he noted, “the inhabitants of Alaska, prob-
ably from the very fact that theirs is a cold country, are active and bright, 
and much more susceptible to mental education and a comprehension of the 
principles of a sound Christian doctrine than the inhabitants of a hot country 
are.”124 These ideas reflected climatic determinism, then a scientific idea that 
attributed human behavior, society, and the level of civilization to inhabitant 
climate. This knowledge, even if we can regard it today as pseudo-science, was 
used to legitimize imperialism and institutional racism.125 Indigenous peoples 
in Alaska “are very ready to adopt the forms of civilization that are brought 
to them as in the dress, and also the arts and trades that are now being very 
effectually taught in the industrial schools.”126 While praising susceptibility to 
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Christianity and other “forms of civilization” of Alaskans in cold climates, the 
student essay suggested that people in tropical places, such as the Philippines, 
Hawai’i, or the U.S. South, were less susceptible to civilizing methods. People 
both in cold and hot places were taxonomized on the ladder of civilization, in 
which Rutgers students and faculty considered white Americans at the top.

Frank Stelle Booth’s “The History of Missions in the Hawaiian Islands” 
(1902) shows imperialist and racist ideas more directly than the previous 
essays on the Philippines and Alaska. It began by arguing that “there is a 
Romance of Missions. In the strange corners of the earth, in the Islands of the 
sea, where dwell the dusky children of Nature it has ever produced its thrilling 
chapters.”127 Like other student writers, Booth wrote the history of missions 
as a romantic and harmonious story. To him and his readers, the Hawaiian 
archipelago was located at “the strange corners of the earth,” somewhere 
peripheral in American, and perhaps Eurocentric, spatial imagination. Native 
Hawaiians were “the dusky children of Nature” and these infantilized people 
with nonwhite skin lived in a primitive world where they awaited an encoun-
ter with civilizing missionaries, or the “thrilling chapters” of the missionary 
saga. The essay despised vernacular religions, describing them as “idolatry” or 
“superstitions.”128 It offered a century-long history of missionary development 
in Hawai’i from Captain Cook’s “discovery” of the islands in 1778 to the late 
nineteenth century. Since its foundation in 1795, the Kingdom of Hawai’i nego-
tiated with European powers, such as Britain and France, and later the United 
States, to keep its independence. Merchants, missionaries, whalers, and, in 
the mid-nineteenth century, sugar plantation owners drew wealth from the 
indigenous land and intervened in the governance of the kingdom. However, 
this student essay does not tell us about the 1893 overthrow of the kingdom, 
the 1894 establishment of the Republic of Hawaii by white residents, and the 
U.S. annexation of the republic in 1898. Although the annexation may have 
affected Rutgers’s decision on the essay subject, this student essay of 1902 
ignores the contemporaneous situation, thus masking the U.S. military and 
economic expansion into Hawai’i in the shadow of Christian dissemination.129

Imperial and racist narratives are also evident in an essay on the U.S. 
South. After the Civil War, the South became the focus of reform and a subject 
of rescue, and was depicted in ways rhetorically linked to descriptions of other 
overseas territories of the United States empire, dwelling on backwardness, 
tropical climate, and the necessity of modernization.130 Henry John Vyver-
berg’s “Past and Present Mission Work among the Freedmen in the South” 
(1900) celebrated Christian missionary work for educating African Americans 
in the South since the Civil War. In this time period after the emancipation, 
African Americans were continuously discriminated against and criminalized 
by the federal government and American racism, evident in the beginning of 
Vyverberg’s essay:
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The negro problem in the South is continually assuming vaster and 
more alarming populations; the safety of the government is becom-
ing more and more closely and vitally interlocked with the mental and 
material status of the freedmen. The rapid numerical expansion of the 
negro, his innate tendency to revert to his primeval African character 
and degradation, his present ignorance, stupidity, easy abandonment 
to crime hang as a menace of subversion over the heads of pure govern-
ment and morality; for the negro, illiterate, credulous, feeble in judge-
ment, weak in discrimination enjoys the highest prerogative of freedom 
in this free land—the right to vote.131

Like other students, Vyverberg, who was from Rochester, New York, and 
went to schools in the town before Rutgers College, likely never lived in the 
South.132 Sharing anxieties about the “mental and material status of the freed-
men” with the government and his white society, Vyverberg emphasized the 
intellectual inferiority of African Americans. He saw Africa, the ancestral land 
of the formerly enslaved people, as a barbaric place. He believed in the upsurge 
in the population of African Americans after the Civil War, a common racist 
trope. Further, his essay strongly rejected the idea of black suffrage. Regarding 
freedmen’s voting rights, Vyverberg insisted that “this dangerous political fac-
tor must be eliminated.”133 Nonetheless, the essay won a prize, demonstrating 
that the students and faculty of Rutgers College and NBTS regarded political 
rights of African Americans as “dangerous” and believed these rights “must be 
eliminated.” According to this racist rhetoric, freedmen in the South needed 
Christian education under the tutelage of white people from the North. The 
essay contended that “there is no hope for the negro except in Christian educa-
tion” and relegated freed people to a single choice of Christianity.134 By describ-
ing slavery negatively as “shackles,” Vyverberg treated the system as an evil 
peculiar to the South.135 The essay’s “antislavery” narrative, however, masked 
the importance of the institution of slavery for Rutgers’s establishment and 
development and the heated antebellum-era debates over the rightness or 
wrongness of slavery, as seen in discussions in Rutgers student bodies, like the 
Philoclean Society and the Peithessophian Society.

These award-winning essays argued that Christian missions benefited 
indigenous and nonwhite peoples, but the missionary projects they described 
actively reflected and reinforced colonial conditions and racial and social hier-
archies that were embedded in the U.S. history of empire and race. Imperial 
modernization was never a unidirectional process from metropole to colony, 
or from missionary to the converted and locals.136 Foreign missions also trans-
formed the missionary organizations, along with their religious ideas and 
praxis. Meanwhile, many Rutgers student essays mirrored contemporaneous 
societal ideas of the necessity of white, Christian rescue of indigenous and 
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nonwhite peoples and of the legitimacy of colonial and racially unequal condi-
tions.137 Many of the essays that were granted awards by Rutgers College defined 
peoples from elsewhere, as these, “Others,” in order to maintain the identity of 
this predominantly white, Christian, male school in the U.S. North. The ideas 
and praxis of the foreign missions were constitutive of the Rutgers Man.

Conclusion

From its inception, Rutgers College inculcated in its predominantly white 
and Protestant student population a sense of racial and religious superiority 
that ultimately defined the institution in its nascent stage. Shared by multi-
ple stakeholders—faculty, students, alumni, and administrators—the belief in 
the college’s ability to implement social reform at home and abroad persisted 
throughout the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth century. On 
campus, students formed literary societies and participated in essay competi-
tions that debated and reinforced the racial status quo. The few African Amer-
icans allowed at the school or its seminary affiliate reflected how whites only 
embraced blacks whom they considered harmless, upstanding, and unusually 
intelligent—attributes that belied the negative light in which they generally 
held most people of color. In the public sphere, professors proclaimed the gos-
pel, urged extreme surveillance of the nation’s borders, advanced Christian 
ideals, and favored biblically based education for a standard college curricu-
lum. A critical component of this course of studies involved missionary work. 
Many alumni pursued overseas Christian evangelism in their professional 
lives, a testament to the pervasiveness and influence of white nationalist 
and Protestant thought on the student body. Through a strong emphasis on 
social reform, the Rutgers community essentially created a classroom out of 
the entire world, a project aimed at social regeneration for racial and religious 
minorities and reflective of the white nationalist ethos foundational to much 
of the discourses around race in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Even the appearance of two African American students at the closely affili-
ated New Brunswick Theological Seminary during the immediate postbellum 
period did little to challenge the deeply ingrained worldview of Rutgers’ stu-
dents and members of the seminary.
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In the Shadow of Old Queens

African American Life and Labors in New Brunswick 
from the End of Slavery to the Industrial Era

CAITLIN WIESNER, PAMELA WALKER,  

BRENANN SUTTER, AND SHARI CUNNINGHAM

As the Civil War drew to a close, Rutgers College (or Rutgers University, as 
the institution would declare itself in 1925) embarked on a period of fever-
ish growth that would persist well into the twentieth century. Rutgers Col-
lege established the Rutgers Scientific School as a land-grant school in 1864, 
erected its own Geological Hall in 1872, opened its first residential dormitory 
in 1890, and, with the help of Mabel Smith Douglass, founded the New Jersey 
College for Women in 1918 (renamed Douglass College in 1955).1 The expansion 
of Rutgers College in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries par-
alleled the growth of the local African American community that resided in 
New Brunswick. Of course, enslaved black people had accompanied the ear-
liest settlers of New Brunswick in the late seventeenth century. They did not 
disappear when the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment finally obliterated 
the vestiges of slavery preserved in New Jersey’s 1804 Act of Gradual Abolition.2 
Between 1870 and 1930, the city’s black population swelled from 577 to 2,086.3 
New Brunswick’s black population kept pace with the black population growth 
of Middlesex County as a whole, which nearly doubled from 1,625 in 1880 to 
2,815 in 1920.4 However, it lagged considerably behind the black population 
growth of the state of New Jersey, which surged from 38,835 in 1880 to 117,132 
in 1920.5 This growth was driven by the same forces of industrialization that 
catalyzed the expansion of Rutgers College. The promise of well-paying indus-
trial jobs drew southern black migrants to New Brunswick at the turn of the 
century, although the modest pace of industrial development meant that “Hub 
City” offered far fewer industrial jobs than nearby metropolises like Philadel-
phia, Newark, or even Trenton.
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Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the vast majority of 
New Brunswick’s black residents merely lived adjacent to Rutgers College.6 As 
Rutgers College and New Brunswick’s black community grew, the two entities 
began to overlap. Rutgers College employed local African Americans as wait-
ers, butlers, and housekeepers in their ever-expanding facilities. An excep-
tional few local blacks would breach the institution’s long-standing ban on 
black students and enroll, as Alice Jennings Archibald did in 1938. The campus 
of Rutgers College would also serve as a backdrop for terrifying displays of 
racial hatred, as when local Klansmen erected a burning cross at the edge of 
the New Jersey College for Women in 1924.

Rutgers College began to more actively shape black life in New Brunswick 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Conversely, the changing 
contours of African American life in New Brunswick provide a crucial context 
for understanding the contested meaning of blackness within Rutgers College 
at the time. This chapter will, therefore, sketch the fluctuating conditions and 
meanings of blackness in New Brunswick from the end of slavery through the 
Industrial Era. Its argument is twofold. First, it contends that the end of slavery 
and the subsequent industrialization of New Brunswick were ambivalent vic-
tories for African Americans. While emancipation united the scattered black 
community of New Brunswick, racism continued to manifest in the city’s seg-
regated public schools, discriminatory labor market, and in the overt hostility 
of its white residents. The reorganization of New Brunswick’s economy around 
factories redefined black presence in the city, from an unremarkable fact of 
life to a criminal social threat. Second, this chapter argues that the black com-
munity in New Brunswick responded to the unique challenges of an industri-
alized urban northern city with extensive institution-building. Organizations 
like the Rice Colored Industrial School, the Mt. Zion African Methodist-Epis-
copal Church, and various mutual aid societies empowered individuals like 
Ella Rice and Alice Jennings Archibald to improve the conditions of black life 
in New Brunswick and impart positive meaning to blackness by engaging in 
social uplift.

Due to the comparatively few industrial jobs available for black men and 
the rampant racial discrimination in the hiring practices of factories, New 
Brunswick’s experience of the Great Migration departed from the general-
ized narrative applied to large northern cities. Black men’s migration to New 
Brunswick was consistently outpaced by the influx of southern black women, 
who could find employment more easily as domestic servants. Federal census 
records confirm that black women consistently outnumbered black men in 
the city during this period.7 The idiosyncrasies of New Brunswick’s population 
provide a unique opportunity to explicate what historian Darlene Clark Hine 
has called the “gender dimension” of black migration and urban life at the 
turn of the century.8 The comparatively greater number of black women than 
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black men in the city allows us to foreground both women’s experience and 
women’s leadership in religious and civic organizations. In this respect, New 
Brunswick offers needed fresh perspectives on African American life in the 
era of industrialization.

African American New Brunswickers  
and the Fight for Education

The lives of African Americans in nineteenth-century New Jersey were com-
plex, confounded by the ebb and flow of both social and legal allowances and 
restrictions enacted through federal, state, and local legislation. Although the 
state of New Jersey had passed the Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery in 
1804, it was not until 1850 that the state finally abolished the last vestiges of the 
institution.9 In 1850, there were still 236 enslaved African Americans accounted 
for in New Jersey, and of the 11 who remained in Middlesex County, all of them 
lived in New Brunswick.10 In the wake of emancipation, however, “freedom” 
remained precarious and delimited for New Brunswick’s black citizens as they 
continued to face restraints on their suffrage, education, and labors.

Since the late eighteenth century, the New Jersey State Constitution 
granted suffrage without regard to gender or race. For three decades, women 
and African Americans who met the age, wealth, and residence requirements 
routinely exercised their franchise, until the state legislature restricted the 
franchise to white male taxpayers in 1807. When black men finally regained 
the right to vote with the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870, black 
New Brunswickers held a large parade celebrating their newly solidified right.11 
Though the state could no longer deny African Americans the right to vote 
based on their race, New Brunswick counted only 130 registered black voters 
in 1870.12 Yet by 1872, the New Brunswick Daily Times observed, “The colored 
voters of our lovely city” seemed to “never tire” as they attended weekly polit-
ical meetings “with an earnestness and fire.”13

As in their struggle for suffrage, African Americans in New Brunswick 
fought tirelessly for their children’s right to quality education. In 1838, deter-
mined to educate themselves, the African American community of New 
Brunswick pooled their funds and started an educational society, but despite 
the sizable attendance of forty pupils the school closed after only nineteen 
months.14 Their efforts seemed to be supported by the state legislature: in 
1844, the New Jersey legislature established funds for free public education, 
acknowledging that an educated citizenry was essential to the productivity of 
the state. Since the earliest establishment of free public schooling, New Bruns-
wick had placed great emphasis on the importance of educating its commu-
nity.15 One city document from 1855 described learning as a “beautiful Temple 
of Liberty.”16
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However, black residents’ level of access to education proved to be uncer-
tain. There was a full two-year gap between the establishment of the city’s first 
public school on Bayard Street in 1852 and the New Brunswick Public School 
Board of Trustees’ April 1854 declaration “to make educational provisions for 
educating the colored children” that established the French Street School.17 
In other words, black children had gone two years without schooling follow-
ing the erection of the first school on Bayard Street. Within a year of the 1854 
decision, the French Street School had a daily attendance of “sixty to seventy 
colored children of both sexes.”18 Yet, despite the establishment of a school for 
black students, education remained limited, as the French Street School only 
provided a primary education (the lowest level of the three tiers offered), while 
Bayard Street provided primary and grammar school for white students.19 
The black students were later moved in 1871 to a public school on Hale Street 
named the “Colored School” (later renamed the Hale Street School), which 
continued to only provide a basic primary education for black residents of New 
Brunswick.20

By 1875, the city had expanded their public school system to six loca-
tions. A map of New Brunswick (Figure 2.1) shows the six wards of the city and 
boundary lines indicated by roman numerals.21 In addition, the original site 
of the A.M.E. Mt. Zion Church is indicated by the initials A.M.E. The six public 
schools are marked by letters and numbers where they existed in the 1870s, 
but it is important to note that the New Brunswick ward lines changed three 
or more times over the duration of the nineteenth century. Livingston Avenue 
School (L) was located on the corner of Livingston near Remond and Welton 
Streets and provided grammar and high school in Ward Five. Bayard Street (B) 
was located near the boundary lines of the third and fourth ward near George 
Street, which provided primary and grammar schooling. The French Street 
School (F) near Jersey Avenue served as a primary school in Ward Five, while 
a few blocks away on Hale Street stood the Colored School (C) (later renamed 
Hale Street School), also in Ward Five. The First Ward School (1st), in Ward 
One, also had their own primary school on the corner of Carman and Nielson 
Streets near Abeel Street. Lastly, the Guilden Street School (G) in Ward Six also 
provided primary school only.

With no advancement resolution in sight, the black residents of New 
Brunswick took their dissatisfaction with the limits of a primary education to 
their school board in 1879. The residents pleaded for the board to grant their 
children entrance into the Bayard Street School, asserting that their “children 
had long suffered . . . great injury and disadvantage” because of their inability 
to advance their education.22 Unmoved, the board denied the request, stat-
ing that the injury claims were unfounded, since none of the children had 
exceeded the level of education “established and taught, nor had been refused 
the right to advance beyond these grades.” In short, they suggested that the 
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responsibility for moving beyond the primary school curriculum lay with the 
Colored School’s teacher, Miss Jones, who was in charge of approximately sixty 
students ranging from ages five to eighteen.23 By only providing black children 
with the minimum level of education required for state compliance and then 
attributing the continuance of segregation to a subjective standard of black 
intellectual achievement, New Brunswick education officials systematically 
denied black citizens an invaluable opportunity for social advancement.

The creation of separate schools for black children also mirrors major 
shifts occurring in black residential patterns emerging in the 1870s. While 
during slavery African Americans were diffused across the slaveholding 
households of New Brunswick, by 1870 discernible clusters of black residents 
emerged in the city, with the majority segregated into the Second and Sixth 
Wards.24 Those in the Second Ward (in the area currently surrounding Feaster 
Park) made their homes in an area designated “Cream Ridge,” which was 
widely considered to be “the headquarters of the colored population of this 
city.”25 Many also settled near the original Mt. Zion African Methodist Church, 

FIGURE 2.1 S. E. Weir Jr., Map of the City of New Brunswick, 200 to an inch (W. C. 
Dripps, 1877).

Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University.
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where the Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Wards intersected (currently near Robert 
Wood Johnson Hospital), in an area which came to be disparagingly referred 
to by locals as “Nigger Hill.”26 The separation of black residents and the cre-
ation of separate schooling was reflective of other New Jersey cities like New-
ark, as well as cities nationwide.

Despite the conditions in which black residents lived, many sought auton-
omy and self-improvement through their labor. Ostracized from the city’s 
higher paying manufacturing jobs, most black New Brunswickers found work 
as laborers. Some, however, did work as small business owners and educated 
professionals. Thomas Marsh, once a waiter, later became the owner of both 
the Temperance Restaurant and a local barber shop which he operated for over 
a decade; the restaurant changed locations twice, once at 42 Albany Street and 
later at 18 Hiram Street.27 Other notable individuals include Charles Synder, 
an engineer, and William H. Johnson, who worked as a painter and owned 
his own paint dealership. Theodore Anderson owned both a barbershop and 
a ladies’ hair salon, while John Bartley operated an ice cream garden at 102 
Church Street for approximately a decade. James Bolan worked as a janitor for 
the theological seminary and lived on Seminary Place.28 Men also found other 
forms of employment as drivers, coachmen, butchers, shoemakers, milkmen, 
bricklayers, and porters.

Black men and women also worked together in New Brunswick to estab-
lish their own privately owned black businesses. In the early 1900s, Walter 
and Etta Jackson owned the “only catering service in the city,” a forerunner to 
the Bruns Catering Service as well as other successful catering services in the 
city. Yet exceptionally few black women became business owners in their own 
right. In some instances, they are mentioned as having held positions wash-
ing and ironing, as dressmakers, and in a few cases teachers. In fact, in one 
rare case in 1884, an African American woman by the name of Mrs. Phillips 
Treadwell was employed in an “intelligence office.”29 In the post–Civil War era, 
this office brokered deals between potential laborers and employers for the 
New Brunswick area.30 These black men and women of New Brunswick were 
not merely gainfully employed but were symbols of engaged black citizenship, 
financial independence, and autonomy over the trajectory of one’s life.

The labor shortages created by World War I also brought new labor oppor-
tunities in wartime industries for African American men. After the enact-
ment of several federal European immigrant labor restrictions in 1917, African 
Americans flocked to the North in significant numbers to fill labor shortages 
in wartime industries vacated by European migrants. One of the largest indus-
tries in wartime New Brunswick was the Nixon Nitration Plant.31 Sprawling 
some twelve miles throughout present-day Edison, Metuchen, Piscataway, and 
parts of New Brunswick, the Nixon Nitration Plant attracted men from across 
the nation, including a large number of black southern migrants to operate 
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its machinery. One such migrant was Rodgers Capus Birt Sr., the father of 
class-of-1937 graduate Rodgers C. Birt Jr., who moved with his family from their 
hometown of Jacksonville, Florida, to Piscataway, New Jersey, sometime during 
1917 or 1918 to work for the Nixon plant.32 The Birt family joined the roughly 
700,000 to 1,000,000 African Americans who left the South as a result of the 
First World War.33 The Nixon Nitration Plant was one of the few industrial 
employment opportunities available to African Americans in New Brunswick 
prior to World War II. By contrast, the prominent Johnson & Johnson factory 
listed only one black employee in the early twentieth century: a wagon driver 
named Pelton Swann who delivered the company’s goods to local customers 
and drugstores.34

The First Great Migration and  
Black Women’s Labor in New Brunswick

For those black New Brunswickers who were neither business owners nor 
educated professionals, the New Brunswick Daily Home News (hereafter the 
Daily Home News) provides a second avenue for understanding their lives and 
labors. For the first half of the nineteenth century, the city’s newspapers were 
peppered with advertisements for female slaves that extolled their suitabil-
ity for domestic service.35 The end of legal slavery in New Jersey eradicated 
slave sale advertisements from New Brunswick’s newspapers. In their place 
appeared “female help wanted” listings that advertised positions in the pri-
vate households, restaurants, and hotels in New Brunswick. While an adjacent 
column advertised “male help wanted,” the listings it contained were never so 
plentiful as those seeking women’s labor. Although listings seeking a cook or 
housekeeper in late-nineteenth-century New Brunswick often did not specify 
a particular race, those that did habitually looked to the city’s black women 
and girls to fill the positions.

In April 1887, the Daily Home News announced that “TWO GOOD COLORED 
GIRLS” could find employment as a cook and a nurse, respectively, by contact-
ing the office of the Daily Home News, so long as they could provide the “best 
recommendations.”36 Such a listing was repeated hundreds of times within 
the “Help Wanted” section of the Daily Home News from its inaugural issues in 
1880 through the 1930s. The ubiquity of these listings affirms one of the peren-
nial features of African American life in the urban North in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. African American women, barred from more prof-
itable forms of employment, found themselves performing, for paltry wages, 
the same domestic service jobs that they had performed for no pay during 
slavery: washing clothes, cooking meals, scrubbing floors, and minding white 
children.37 To be sure, African American women were not the only ones to 
supply New Brunswick with domestic labor. White women also held jobs as 
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washerwomen and waitresses. Yet New Brunswickers did not automatically 
envision native-born white women as natural servants as easily as they did 
their black counterparts. In 1887, approximately 43 percent of the listings in 
the “female help wanted” section of the Daily Home News called for a “colored” 
domestic. By comparison, only 28 percent specifically requested a white ser-
vant, and the remainder did not specify a racial preference.38

During the 1880s and 1890s, the Daily Home News “Female Help Wanted” 
section indexed a lively domestic service market in the city that was both 
racialized and feminized, much like it was during slavery. However, this should 
not imply that black life remained static as New Brunswick absorbed its rela-
tively tiny African American population into the free labor market. The Daily 
Home News’s salacious reports of crime in the city reinforced the cultural asso-
ciation of African American women with domestic labor while constructing 
a relatively new narrative: urban black criminality. The thieving black maid 
became a stock character in the crime reports of the Daily Home News. One 
typical report from 1887 described Maria Heimer as a local washerwoman and 
“ignorant negress . . . [who] caused considerable amusement by her efforts to 
clear herself” of the charge of petty theft of $16 from her white mistress before 
the court in New Brunswick.39 When asked for her plea, Maria fumblingly 
replied “I ain’t not guilty.” Misreading her anxiety and confusion as stupidity, 
the report continued that Maria incriminated herself when she recalled find-
ing the cash in the pocket of her mistresses’ unwashed clothes and placing it 
beneath her tub.40 Accusations of theft on the job were not limited to black 
women. In April 1894, the New York Times reported with a tone of bored annoy-
ance that a Rutgers dormitory had been burglarized “for the fourth or fifth time 
since it was built.”41 Jon Van Dusser, a Rutgers College student hailing from 
Warwick, New York, accused William Watson, a “colored waiter,” of stealing 
$135 dollars in cash, a diamond pin, and a suit of clothes.42 New Brunswick was 
by no means unique in associating black domestic servants with crime in the 
late nineteenth century.43 Nevertheless, New Brunswickers would simultane-
ously designate African American women a natural corps of domestic servants 
and an undesirable social element through the turn of the century.

The Great Migration, in which an estimated six million African Amer-
icans fled the grinding poverty and violent terror of the Jim Crow South for 
economic opportunity in northern cities in the early twentieth century, would 
not reach its apex until the First World War.44 Even then, New Brunswick’s 
modest factories like Johnson & Johnson and Nixon Nitration afforded far 
fewer jobs for black men than the factories of Philadelphia, Camden, Newark, 
and New York.45 Blatant discrimination further limited industrial job oppor-
tunities for African Americans. In New Brunswick, the employment office of J. 
J. Creamer was exclusively interested in securing factory jobs for “white, sober, 
English-speaking men.”46 Still, by 1893 a sufficient number of southern black 
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women had streamed into the domestic service market of New Brunswick to 
trigger a bitter editorial in the Daily Home News. The anonymous editorialist 
complained that the “irresponsible character of the untaught Southern negro 
is constantly illustrated in the conduct of those colored women that come 
North as servants.”47 They argued that southern black female migrants were 
lured to New Brunswick by the promise of “wages . . . treble what they are at 
home [in the South].” The inflated wages supposedly enabled unscrupulous 
black maids to hoard their earnings and “quit work and go to visit friends at 
home [in the South],” only to be immediately rehired by northern housewives 
upon their return.48 According to this editorial, the crime of the black female 
domestic servant was not just alleged theft, as in the case of Maria Heimer. 
Black women were also accused of resisting the discipline of the northern 
industrial capitalist order that required workers to be consistently employed.

Despite vocal complaints about the supposed delinquency and shift-
lessness of black female domestic servants, early twentieth-century New 
Brunswickers kept up a persistent demand for black housekeepers, cooks, 
and laundresses, especially those of southern origin. In May 1903, the Daily 
Home News announced that Martin & Co., a firm located in Richmond, Vir-
ginia, offered to furnish “Southern colored help,” including “cooks, drivers, 
and farmhands.”49 Two months later, the Daily Home News reported that “50 
COLORED GIRLS from Virginia” had arrived in New Brunswick. Their services 
could be engaged by writing or calling the Universal Employment Agency, 
located at 56 Somerset Street. New Brunswick was certainly not suffering from 
a shortage of female labor in 1903. European immigrant women from Ger-
many, Hungary, Ireland, and Poland streamed into Northeastern cities like 
New Brunswick in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, often 
competing with African Americans for domestic service jobs. Nevertheless, 
employment agencies turned a steady profit importing southern-born black 
domestics into New Brunswick. Intriguingly, the recruitment of black female 
domestics from the South took off just as the black percentage of New Bruns-
wick’s population was slipping to its lowest point since the abolition of slav-
ery.50 In light of these demographic shifts, the recruitment of black women, 
the traditional pool of domestic workers in the Northeast, may have served to 
reinforce a racial hierarchy that had been destabilized by emancipation and 
European immigration.51 The presence of denigrated black labor within their 
homes reaffirmed the link between whiteness and superiority for wealthy New 
Brunswick families. Despite white New Brunswickers’ reservations about the 
morality of southern black domestics, African Americans seeking situations 
in the city did not regard their southern origins as a liability on the job mar-
ket. In some respects, it was a selling point. In March of 1904, a “YOUNG MAN 
(colored)” placed a listing in the Daily Home News seeking a position at gen-
eral housework. He concluded his listing by informing the reader that he had 
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“recently arrived from the South.”52 It seems counterintuitive that an individ-
ual would advertise his southern origins, given the vitriol in the New Bruns-
wick newspaper toward southern black domestics. Perhaps the young man was 
attempting to signal his docility and deference toward whites, in contrast to 
African Americans born in the North.

While the black share of the city’s population remained steady at the turn 
of the century, the proportion of European immigrants continued to grow.53 
New Brunswickers modified their enduring taste for low-wage black domestic 
labor accordingly, but this did little to unseat African Americans from the 
bottommost rung of the local labor market. In 1903, of all the “female help 
wanted” listings printed in the Daily Home News that specified a race, 39 per-
cent preferred white domestics compared to the 40 percent requesting a “col-
ored” domestic.54 Among those specifying white help, a significant number 
stated preferences for particular strains of European immigrants—namely, 
Germans, Hungarians, and Poles. One-fifth of all employers seeking female 
domestic labor stated that they would gladly accept “white or colored” appli-
cants. However, unlike their African American counterparts, white European 
immigrant women’s tenure in the domestic service market would prove a tem-
porary holdover. By 1903, New Brunswick’s white European immigrant women 
followed the lead of their sisters in New York and took manufacturing jobs in 
the cigar, hosiery, and medical supply factories that lined Neilson Street.55 For 
example, Hirschorn, Mack, & Co’s cigar factory employed nearly a thousand 
white women between the ages of seventeen and twenty-one, a significant per-
centage of whom were Hungarian.56 Hungarian cigar rollers, regarded by the 
forewoman as “excellent workers and . . . rather ambitious,” earned twenty-five 
cents per hundred cigars rolled. An experienced hand could roll 700 cigars per 
day, prompting the same forewoman to conclude that “if a girl does not make 
one dollar a day after two months work the fault is her own laziness or stupid-
ity.”57 These wages, while low compared to those earned by men in industrial 
positions, far exceeded the pay of domestic service, where one black maid 
reported earning “two dollars a week plus clothes when I asked for it.”58 While 
factory work offered some upward economic mobility for immigrant women, 
African American women were utterly excluded from these opportunities. Just 
as African American men were excluded from the well-paying industrial jobs 
at Johnson & Johnson and United States Rubber, New Brunswick’s manufac-
turing factories were uninterested in hiring African American women in any 
notable capacity.59 Instead, New Brunswickers continued to relegate African 
American women to their traditional positions in domestic service. In May 
of 1911, the Martin & Co firm of Richmond, Virginia, repeated their advertise-
ment promising to send “Southern colored help” in the form of cooks and 
maids to white New Brunswick households.60



	 In the Shadow   of Old Queens	 49

The African American population in New Brunswick nearly doubled from 
690 in 1910 to 1,124 in 1920. The black share of the city’s population contin-
ued to hover around 3 percent, its growth disguised by the continued influx 
of European immigrants.61 This demographic shifting would destabilize black 
women’s already precarious standing in the domestic labor market. By 1911, 
requests for a white domestic gained an appreciable majority among the 
racially specific “female help wanted” listings in the Daily Home News. That 
year, 54.5 percent of racially specific listings called for a white domestic, while 
only 36.3 percent preferred a black domestic. Racially ambivalent listings, in 
which the position was open to “white or colored” women, declined from 20 
percent in 1903 to 9 percent in 1911.62 The dramatic uptick in preference for 
white domestic servants may have been informed by the exodus of European 
immigrant women from the domestic service market as better paying factory 
jobs became available to them.63 Crucially, the appreciable white preference 
in the New Brunswick domestic service market coincided with the expansive 
growth of the city’s black population after a long period of relative dormancy. 
The timing of this development suggests that the increasingly pronounced 
presence of African Americans in New Brunswick may have elicited the resent-
ment of white New Brunswickers whose ranks were swollen with assimilated 
European immigrants. One advertisement in the Daily Home News throws the 
emerging preference for white immigrant women within the New Brunswick 
domestic service market into especially sharp relief. The Burton Company of 
St. Joseph’s, Michigan, sought a “colored woman desiring face bleach to use 
and sell.”64 Historian Tiffany Gill confirms that skin whitening agents were 
commonly marketed to African Americans in the early twentieth century.65 
However, the conspicuous placement of the advertisement in the “Female Help 
Wanted” section of the local New Brunswick newspaper, whose pages black 
women regularly combed in search of their next situation, alludes to a growing 
awareness that whiteness meant greater employability, even in a labor sector 
traditionally supplied by black women. Of course, the growing preference for 
white domestics to serve in the households of white New Brunswickers did not 
lead to black women’s evacuation of the domestic service market after 1911. 
Listings that stated a preference for “colored” women or girls still appeared 
regularly in the “Female Help Wanted” section of the Daily Home News, but 
these listings generally did not direct interested applicants to the households 
of white New Brunswickers. Rather, the emergent preference for white house-
hold workers further dislocated African American women into an even less 
respectable sector of the domestic labor market. Spaces of public accommoda-
tion, like the Whitehall Hotel and the John Wells Hospital (the future Robert 
Wood Johnson Hospital), increasingly absorbed African American women for 
the onerous task of washing soiled linens.66
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The historical experience of African American women in early twentieth 
century New Brunswick would seemingly confirm historian Jacqueline Jones’s 
observation that “black women’s work in the North was synonymous with 
domestic service.”67 However, black women gained a tiny, temporary foothold 
in local industry thanks to the labor shortages produced by the First World 
War. In the summer of 1918, the Daily Home News reported that “twenty-three 
sturdy colored women” had just arrived in New Brunswick from the South 
“ready to take up picks and shovels to do general track work on Division B, or 
the New York Division of the Pennsylvania Railroad.”68 Track work was dirty, 
dangerous, physically demanding, and, above all, a job traditionally performed 
by men. The fact that black women were designated as acceptable substitutes 
for male track workers speaks to the racialized and gendered imaginations of 
the white-owned-and-operated Pennsylvania Railroad and Daily Home News. 
Black women’s racial status cast them outside the dominant notions of “wom-
anhood” in the early twentieth century. Consequently, they were fit to take on 
the jobs that were deemed entirely inappropriate for their white counterparts. 
In spite of this, track work promised black women better wages than house-
work.69 The Daily Home News predicted with a degree of apprehension that “it 
is probable that they will be a permanent addition to the permanent staff of 
railroad workers  .  .  . largely to provide the labor for which there has been a 
great shortage.” Their fears proved unfounded. As a writer for World Outlook 
observed in October 1919, “the colored woman is the marginal worker. She is 
the last to be hired and the first to go.”70 While some southern black migrants 
found work on the railroads, others, like one “NEAT colored girl from the 
South,” continued to seek and find positions at “housework or chambermaid 
or waitress.”71 The statistics pertaining to racial preference in the domestic 
labor market reflect the labor shortage and fleeting economic mobility trig-
gered by World War I. In 1918, listings that specifically requested a “colored” 
or “white” domestic servant broke even for the first time since 1905. Listings 
calling for a white servant and advertisements requesting a black servant, 
respectively, claimed 37.5 percent of the racially specific listings for that year. 
Racially ambivalent listings that welcomed “white or colored” applicants” 
trailed closely behind at 25 percent.72

The restrictions of an economy structured by race and gender also pressed 
some black women, either by choice or circumstance, to labor in New Bruns-
wick’s illicit sex trades. As historian Cynthia M. Blair notes, “sex work was a 
strategy for economic survival,” wherein urban black women attempted “to 
negotiate both independence and a form of self-respect in an urban economy 
and social environment inhospitable to [their] financial and social aspira-
tions.”73 Some black women in New Brunswick found relatively lucrative work 
and a greater sense of autonomy in soliciting on the streets, operating broth-
els, or renting rooms in disorderly houses. The brothels owned by black women 
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tended to be comparatively small establishments, often with no more than 
four women paying around fifty cents to occupy a room each night. Illegal 
gambling and the sale of liquor served to bring owners more revenue, but they 
also drew a more volatile clientele and police inquiry. While brothel keepers 
made calculated business decisions to secure their own financial well-being, 
they also created opportunities for other black women to avoid or subsidize 
poorly paid domestic work. Other laboring women moved in and out of sex 
work whenever their personal circumstances required, as evidenced by the 
ill-fated Dora Miller. Miller moved from New York City to New Brunswick on a 
Friday, set to begin her new job as a domestic worker on Monday. She planned 
to take up work and lodging in a disorderly house just for the weekend, but 
before she could depart on Monday, she found herself caught in a Saturday 
night police raid.74

While prostitution itself was not considered a criminal offense prior to 
the Progressive Era, police officers regulated sex workers and their clients 
by pursuing charges of “lewdness,” “vagrancy,” or “maintaining a disorderly 
house” at their own discretion.75 Such subjective law enforcement often dis-
proportionately targeted black women, who endured racist stereotypes of 
their supposedly innate criminality and hypersexuality. And even though the 
majority of New Brunswick’s brothels were concentrated near Burnet and Neil-
son Streets on the city’s periphery, lively dancing, piano playing, and liquor 
consumption frequently provoked police raids and arrests. Black female sex 
workers also drew greater opprobrium than white sex workers because of the 
rampant social anxiety that disorderly houses were spaces where black women 
could often be “found carousing with white men.”76 Such a threat to the social 
order demanded harsh regulation, and the rise of Progressive Era politics in 
the early twentieth century only further increased police surveillance and 
repression on a trade already steeped in violence, exploitation, and disease. 
Women arrested for “maintaining a disorderly house” had bail set as high as 
$2,000, and those found guilty could expect a harsh sentence of six months 
in the county jail. New Brunswick also made swift and eager use of the 1918 
Chamberlain-Kahn Act, a wartime measure which allowed health officials to 
arrest women suspected of carrying venereal disease, subject them to gyne-
cological examinations, and detain them for an indefinite period of time.77 
Furthermore, passage of the Volstead Act in 1919 outlawed the sale of liquor, 
by which many black women earned an income, and provided police with new 
grounds to raid homes and prosecute women deemed immoral. For the black 
women who sought economic survival in illicit work, the risks could easily 
outweigh the rewards.

Whether the black female residents of New Brunswick remained in domes-
tic service, secured better jobs, or tried their hand at the illicit economy, the 
end of World War I spelled the end of the wartime labor shortages that had 
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afforded black women a degree of economic choice. By 1919, the domestic ser-
vice market of New Brunswick overwhelmingly preferred white servants and 
would continue to do so well into the Great Depression. Between 1919 and 1932, 
the portion of job listings for white domestic servants hovered between 71 and 
96 percent.78 This full-throated preference for white help would lead to the 
depreciation of black female domestics’ wages and working conditions, which 
were already paltry and squalid. Not surprisingly, the entrenchment of white 
preference in the domestic labor market continued to coincide with explosive 
growth in New Brunswick’s black population. Once again, the African Amer-
ican population of New Brunswick nearly doubled in a single decade, surging 
from 1,124 in 1920 to 2,086 in 1930.79 Unlike the first phase between 1910 and 
1920, the growth spurt in the black population that followed the First World 
War significantly augmented the African American proportion of the city’s 
population, from 3.4 percent in 1920 to 6 percent in 1930.80 The corresponding 
drop in the white proportion of the population from 96.5 percent in 1920 to 
93.9 percent in 1930 due to the restrictions placed on European immigration 
by the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act of 1924 rendered the African American 
community, flushed with southern migrants, hypervisible on the city’s land-
scape.81 In response, white New Brunswickers forcefully reasserted their racial 
superiority, which had been mildly challenged by the labor shortages of World 
War I. Few traces of the industrial opportunity afforded to black women during 
the war survived demobilization. In 1926, one listing in the Daily Home News 
sought out “experienced colored girls” to work as pressers at the Staten Island 
Dyework Company on Harvey Street in New Brunswick.82 In 1928, another sim-
ilar listing appeared seeking “colored pressers” for the dresses produced by 
the C&F Dress Company in South River, New Jersey.83 While certainly a step 
above washing bed linens, these positions were ultimately an extension of 
the housework that white New Brunswickers had expected black women to 
perform since slavery. Moreover, listings of this nature were exceptionally 
few and far between in the years following World War I. Far more numerous 
were requests for housekeepers, cooks, laundresses, and waitresses, the typi-
cal occupations of black female southern migrants. In the same breath, white 
New Brunswickers made black women’s livelihoods even more precarious by 
announcing that they would fill the positions with white women if they could.

After 1919, the expansion of Rutgers University created additional demand 
for domestic servants from New Brunswick. The founding of the New Jer-
sey College for Women in 1918 (later Douglass Residential College of Rutgers 
University) and the College of Agriculture (later Cook College of Rutgers Uni-
versity) in 1921 both led to the construction of new academic and residen-
tial buildings. Naturally, these buildings required regular cleaning. The New 
Jersey College for Women placed an advertisement in the Daily Home News 
in search of a “reliable man as janitor” in 1920.84 Another listing that year 
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sought “at Women’s College, a woman for general cleaning.”85 Additionally, as 
Rutgers University expanded it acquired droves of new students, male and 
female, who looked to New Brunswick’s women to provide for their domestic 
needs. In March 1919, the Daily Home News included a request for a “woman 
to clean at fraternity house two mornings a week.”86 Similar listings in the 
1920s sought cooks for fraternity houses on George Street and College Ave-
nue and waitresses for the Cooper Dining Hall at the New Jersey College for 
Women.87 Individuals connected to Rutgers College rarely specified a race for 
the domestic servants they hoped to find. When they did specify a race, their 
preference went to white women. In 1923, Jacob Goodale Lipman, professor of 
agricultural chemistry at Rutgers’s recently acquired College of Agriculture, 
and director of the College Farm, placed an advertisement in the Daily Home 
News to find a “strong white woman as cook and general houseworker” for the 
facility.88 The next year he resumed his search for a “competent white girl as 
cook.”89 Lipman’s preference for a white servant demonstrates that the faculty 
and administration of Rutgers College were not immune to the racial ideology 
that gripped white locals in the 1920s.

The housekeeping positions offered by Rutgers College in the 1920s did 
little to compensate for the limited economic mobility local African Amer-
ican women had lost at the close of World War I. However, this should not 
suggest that black female domestic workers were utterly powerless before the 
racial stratification of the domestic service market in New Brunswick. South-
ern black female migrants who advertised their services as domestics in the 
“Situation Wanted” section of the Daily Home News conveyed a set of expec-
tations regarding the conditions of their labor. With the exception of one 
self-described “real Southern mammy” who sought employment as a child-
minder in 1931, few black women seeking domestic positions in the “Situation 
Wanted” section after 1919 mentioned their southern origins. Instead, black 
female jobseekers distinguished themselves with labels that spoke to the qual-
ity of their labor, not their docility. They described themselves as “very neat,” 
“reliable,” and “experienced.”90 In these listings, African American domestic 
workers deployed several strategies to control for their exploitation and retain 
a measure of independence from their employers. “Female Help Wanted” 
advertisements placed by white New Brunswickers most commonly requested 
a “general housekeeper” or “general houseworker.” As opposed to a cook or 
laundress, “general housekeeper” was a generic term for a domestic servant 
that encapsulated all elements of household labor, from washing dishes 
to sweeping floors to minding children. Black New Brunswick women who 
sought situations at housework in the 1920s and 1930s often articulated their 
desired position as a specialized kind of domestic servant: an “experienced 
cook,” or “chambermaid,” or “laundry worker.”91 By limiting the domesetic 
tasks they were willing to perform, black female domestics in New Brunswick 
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could prevent their white mistresses from treating them as all-purpose ser-
vants to use indiscriminately according to their whims.92 Black female domes-
tics in New Brunswick not only limited the tasks they were willing to perform 
but also the hours they were willing to work. Ethel Hush, who advertised her 
services as a houseworker in December 1930, stated upfront that she would 
not work Sundays.93 By insisting upon “part-time work,” “day’s work,” or “work 
by the week,” New Brunswick’s corps of black female domestics maintained 
flexible work schedules that allotted them leisure time with their friends and 
families.94 Additionally, black female domestics in New Brunswick attempted 
to exert control over the location of their labor. To avoid the supervision of 
their white employers (which could easily lead to accusations of misconduct 
and theft, as Maria Heimer learned in 1887) and maximize time spent with 
their families, many African American women in New Brunswick chose to do 
laundry by the bundle out of their own homes.95 For cooks and chambermaids, 
working outside the homes of their employers was a physical impossibility. 
Nevertheless, they resisted their exploitation within a discriminatory domes-
tic labor market by refusing to “sleep in” the home of their employers. This 
demeaning practice was universally abhorred by domestic servants because 
it kept them at the beck and call of their employers at all hours of the night 
and robbed them of precious contact with their own families for days at a 
time.96 Even in 1930, when the Great Depression was in full effect and “white 
preferred” advertisements claimed 85.7 percent of the racially specific listings 
in the Daily Home News, African American women seeking jobs as domestic 
servants in white New Brunswick households remained firm on their inten-
tion to “go home nights.”97

African American Institution-Building  
and Education in New Brunswick

In addition to seeking autonomy through controlling the type and duration 
of their labor, many black New Brunswickers found refuge from the unre-
lenting labor market in the city’s vibrant institutional culture. Beginning in 
the 1880s and accelerating throughout the 1920s, black New Brunswickers 
established numerous social clubs, mutual aid societies, and political groups. 
Largely segregated by gender, these organizations mobilized individuals and 
pooled resources to promote racial uplift; assist the sick, poor, and orphaned; 
and provide necessary social services to the local community. Black men 
founded local chapters of renowned fraternal organizations, including Rari-
tan Lodge No. 2631 of the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows, Conklin Smith 
Post No. 108 of the American Legion, Progressive Lodge No. 17 of the Free and 
Accepted Masons, and Elks Superior Lodge No. 215 of the Benevolent and Pro-
tective Order of Elks. Membership in such fraternal orders offered black men 
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leadership roles and a sense of “providership, production, and respectabil-
ity,” which helped to reinforce a middle-class masculine identity.98 Many local 
black women joined the corresponding female auxiliaries of these groups, dil-
igently organizing picnics, marches, parades, dances, concerts, charity balls, 
banquets, and lectures for the benefit of members as well as the community 
at large. During the 1910s and 1920s, as racial tensions escalated throughout 
the United States, black New Brunswickers also joined political organizations 
in droves, like the Men’s Civic League, the Ladies Civic League, the Colored 
Women’s Republican Club, and the Negro Uplift League, all with the intent 
of educating and protecting black voters. Meetings organized by black tem-
perance organizations like the Colored Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
and the Independent Order of Good Samaritans and Daughters of Samaria 
were also regularly said to have attracted “nearly all of the colored population 
of the city besides many white citizens,” as many New Brunswickers looked to 
temperance reform to alleviate the social ills of poverty, violence, and vice.99

Yet while participation in all-black social clubs and volunteer organiza-
tions flourished across the country at the turn of the century, New Brunswick’s 
black institutional life was made particularly exceptional by the existence of 
the Colored Industrial School, founded by Reverend W. A. Rice and his wife, 
Ella M. Rice, in 1897. Born into slavery in South Carolina in 1845, Walter Allen 
Simpson Rice joined the Union Army at age eighteen. After the war, he even-
tually returned to South Carolina where he worked as a Freedmen’s Bureau 
public school teacher and a county court clerk. Gradually, Rice found life 
in South Carolina increasingly unbearable as his status as a beneficiary of 
Reconstruction-era policies subjected him to escalating racial hostilities and 
intimidations. Fearing for his life, he fled to New Jersey, where he embraced 
Christianity, received religious training, and ultimately became a minister 
for the African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church. While at the Mt. Zion 
A.M.E. Church in Bordentown, Reverend Rice met and married Ella Mount, 
an organist for the church. During the 1870s, Reverend Rice became a critical 
member of a church-affiliated group that met in New Brunswick to discuss the 
creation of a private industrial school for black children.100 Though New Jersey 
banned segregation in public schools in 1881, most blacks in early-twentieth-
century New Jersey—including Reverend Rice—continued to believe that sep-
arate schools would better provide for and protect black children.101 Finally in 
1886, Reverend Rice succeeded in the achievement for which he is best known, 
founding the Manual Training and Industrial School in Bordentown, New Jer-
sey. Informally modeled on Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute in Ala-
bama, the Bordentown School was initially intended to be a space for black 
students to receive trade-based instruction to assist in their integration into 
the paid labor force.102 In just eight years, the number of students under Rever-
end Rice’s tutelage grew exponentially, and though the school was gaining in 
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reputation and prestige, he struggled to ensure adequate funding and facili-
ties for the growing institution. Then in 1894, the state of New Jersey acquired 
the Bordentown School through a legislative act and turned over operations to 
state and county government officials.

Discharged from his duties as principal of the Bordentown School, Rever-
end Rice moved his family to New Brunswick, where he had previously served 
in the local Mt. Zion A.M.E. Church. The Rices soon began to focus their ener-
gies on founding another school for black children, and in September 1897, they 
opened the Colored Industrial School inside a leased property on the upper 
end of Livingston Avenue. By the next academic year, there were approximately 
thirty pupils in attendance and the Rices were able to relocate the school into 
a house they purchased at 110 Comstock Street. With Reverend Rice serving as 
principal and Mrs. Rice as an instructor, the Rices largely replicated the model 
which proved so successful at the Bordentown School. The Rice School was 
a coeducational boarding school, where students learned trade-based skills 
like sewing and cooking. Though the school had no official religious affilia-
tion, Christian ethics served as the backbone of the curriculum. Yet unlike the 
Bordentown School, which eventually received state support, the Rice School 
struggled under the financial burdens of remaining a private institution. Rev-
erend Rice repeatedly appealed to government officials and the local board of 
education for financial assistance, even seeking to incorporate the Rice School 
into the New Brunswick public school system, but to no avail.103 Consequently, 
Reverend Rice sought out funds from a multitude of sources. Like many all-
black schools, the Rice School frequently organized student-performed choral 
concerts as a reliable source of fundraising. Additionally, Reverend Rice also 
attempted to generate revenue by leasing out student labor. Identifying him-
self as the school’s “manager,” Reverend Rice advertised in the local newspa-
per that “persons wishing to secure capable and skilled girls as waitresses or 
other help to serve Thanksgiving dinners, or any other occasion, parties, etc., 
can do so by applying at the school.”104 While such a leasing program provided 
students with an opportunity to practice and refine their trade skills, the lines 
separating education and labor could easily and often did blur for young black 
students in turn-of-the-century New Brunswick.

The unexpected death of Reverend Rice in January 1899 triggered a reori-
entation of the school’s mission and curriculum. Now principal, Mrs. Rice 
renamed her school the Colored Industrial and Literary Institute. The school’s 
new name was not merely symbolic; it captured a growing sentiment in the 
early twentieth century that black students should not just receive industrial 
instruction, but a classical education as well.105 The Rice School continued to 
teach trade-based courses like dressmaking and penmanship, but it now also 
offered students courses like “moral science” and “civil government.” Though 
the school maintained a small full-time instructional staff, it employed a 
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handful of part-time instructors, some of whom were students themselves at 
Rutgers College.106 In addition to academics, the school flourished with extra-
curricular offerings, including chorus, debate, and its own baseball team. The 
wealth of industrial, literary, and extracurricular opportunities made avail-
able to students was particularly extraordinary given the sustained effort by 
the Rice School to admit orphaned and abandoned children. A 1913 newspa-
per exposé noted the school’s commitment in spite of the increased finan-
cial strains: “If the orphan children have relatives to look after them board 
is asked, but where the children are worthy cases and there is no means of 
support, they are taken into the school and all possible done for them towards 
making them [the] right kind of men and women. At present there are 48 
orphans at the school and a majority of these are without support.”107 While 
some enrolled students did have deceased parents, many were situational 
orphans, with parents alive but unable to provide for their children. Obliged to 
work within a discriminatory and temperamental labor market, many black 
parents were forced by economic desperation to forgo domestic stability as 
they searched for employment. The Rice School consequently received many 
students like Alfred Lloyd, whose parents enrolled him in order for them 
to leave New Brunswick and pursue seasonal work in New Jersey’s seaside 
resorts.108 The entrance of the United States into World War I also further trig-
gered an influx of black children in need of guardianship. An additional fif-
teen children entered the school in 1918 alone, all “children whose fathers and 
guardians were making the fight for democracy.”109 Thus, the Rice School not 
only provided for the well-being of black children, it also served as a critical 
resource to black parents and guardians as they navigated the demands of an 
unforgiving labor market.

As an all-black educational institution and a local charity, the contin-
ued success of the Rice School truly became a community affair. In 1906, the 
school’s Board of Trustees, an influential group of local churchmen and com-
munity leaders, noted, “It is gratifying to note the great interest that the col-
ored people of New Brunswick are beginning to take in this work.”110 As the 
school constantly struggled to pay its debts and taxes, its operations over-
whelmingly depended upon the generous donations provided by New Bruns-
wick’s black community.111 Individuals offered what they could—coal, clothing, 
shoes, meat, potatoes, fruit, candy, household goods, furniture, and bedding. 
Local organizations like the Mt. Zion A.M.E. Church, Ebenezer Baptist Church, 
Throop Avenue Chapel, Elks Lodge No. 215, and the Colored Women’s Club of 
Middlesex County all helped raise funds for donation. Even local Jewish orga-
nizations like Temple Anshe Emeth and the Hebrew Ladies Benevolent Soci-
ety gave generously. The black and white club women who composed the Rice 
School’s Ladies Auxiliary also worked together to organize appealing fund-
raising events like picnics, pig roasts, and Easter festivals, where the entire 
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New Brunswick community was welcome to attend. Yet the highlight of the 
academic year was certainly the school’s “closing exercises” held each June. 
Part fundraiser, part student performance, and part graduation ceremony, 
the event provided an opportunity for the school to showcase the achieve-
ments of its students to the community at large. Students presented essays and 
performed speeches, recitations, and musical numbers. Individuals affiliated 
with Rutgers College also occasionally assisted in the event, with graduates 
and faculty ceremoniously handing out certificates and prizes.112 The event 
always attracted a large audience, and public reports frequently highlighted 
the high quality of the entertainment as well as the aptitude of the school’s 
students, commenting that they “displayed excellent training” and “showed 
themselves to be very bright pupils.”113 Such public demonstrations of Rice 
students’ erudition exemplified the school’s success and further encouraged 
the local community to support the institution as best they could. Yet when a 
representative of the U.S. Bureau of Education visited the Rice School in May 
1915, partly to assess “the advisability of giving outside help to the school,” 
they concluded, “As a school with local support, it does not need to ask outside 
aid.”114 So even though the Rice School owed its continued existence to the 
contributions cobbled together by a black community stricken with its own 
financial hardships, the federal government cited such community involve-
ment as justification for withholding desperately needed state funds.

On November 25, 1920, Ella Rice died suddenly after a brief battle with 
pneumonia. For nearly twenty-two years she served as principal of the Rice 
School, providing black children with an education, trade skills, and a safe 
place to eat and sleep each day. Recognition of her efforts extended well 
beyond New Brunswick—her death received mention in W.E.B. Du Bois’s The 
Crisis magazine and the New Jersey State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs 
unanimously voted to establish the “Ella M. Rice Scholarship” in her mem-
ory.115 At the time of her death, the school had grown to nearly seventy stu-
dents and had just relocated to a larger property outside of New Brunswick on 
the northeastern border of Highland Park. In Mrs. Rice’s place, the school’s 
daily operations were taken over by two of her sons, Everett B. Rice and Walter 
Henry Rice, both of whom had previously taken summer courses at Rutgers 
College. Under the brothers’ leadership, the school began a slow reorientation 
away from industrial and elementary education and toward “the training of 
children who seem backward in their studies and behavior.”116 Despite host-
ing a spate of fundraisers and benefit performances—including a talk on edu-
cation by Rutgers alumnus Paul Robeson in November 1921—the Rice School 
continued to struggle financially.117 Then in October 1925, a devastating fire 
destroyed the school building and an estimated $14,000 in industrial equip-
ment.118 Although the school made desperate efforts to remain open through-
out the 1920s, it eventually closed under the weight of financial strain.
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Though New Brunswick’s black youth could still receive an education in 
the city’s integrated public schools, the black community lost a vital institu-
tion of autonomy and self-determination with the closure of the Rice School. 
In 1922, when Rice student John McNeely was asked during a debate com-
petition whether “‘Mixed Schools’ afford better educational advantages to 
colored students than colored schools,” he asserted, “Mixed schools are not 
adapted to the negro’s peculiar circumstances. They are founded and fos-
tered to meet the needs, aspirations and ambitions of the most favored white 
youths.”119 As young McNeely argued, and surely observed, just because New 
Brunswick had integrated public schools did not ensure that black students 
received equal treatment or opportunities. In fact, it was at the segregated 
Rice School where students, parents, teachers, and the local black commu-
nity at large found a space eager to protect and cultivate black “needs, aspi-
rations and ambitions.”120

The necessity and import of all-black institutions only grew as New Bruns-
wick became increasingly complicit in the rising nativism, xenophobia, and 
racial intolerance sweeping the nation in the wake of World War I. Increasing 
immigration, black northern migration, postwar nationalism, industrializa-
tion, and urbanization all served to incite the resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan. 
Established near Atlanta, Georgia, in 1915, the “second Klan” would ultimately 
attract approximately 60,000 members in the state of New Jersey alone.121 But 
while the Klan made its presence known in towns like Hoboken, Paterson, and 
Bayonne in the early 1920s, New Brunswick was comparatively slow to witness 
overt Klan activity.122 Though reports of possible Klan activity circulated in 
this period, they were quickly dismissed by the white-owned press as jokes, 
hoaxes, or rumors.123 New Brunswick’s black residents, however, could not so 
easily deny an intensification of the city’s already tense racial atmosphere. 
A palpable unease likely carried through the black community during inci-
dents like “the gallant fight of the Klans” receiving hearty applause during a 
showing of D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation at the New Brunswick Opera 
House.124 Or when the Klan uniform became a popular outfit for costume 
parties in New Brunswick, with at least one man committing to the role by 
“glar[ing] threateningly at members of the colored race” present at the party.125 
Surely the individuals on the receiving end of that glare were unnerved—for 
how could one ever truly discern if a hooded man’s threats were “in character” 
or real? Still, as late as February 1923, an editor for the New Brunswick Daily 
Home News said of the Klan, “If it exists here, it is so quiet that it is not worth 
considering.”126 Of course, to simply not consider the Klan was a privilege most 
black New Brunswickers could not afford.

Quite literally overnight, the presence of the Ku Klux Klan in New Bruns-
wick became both overwhelming and undeniable. On the evening of May 2, 
1923, the Klan organized a massive initiation ceremony on a private farm near 
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Middlebush, just five miles northwest of downtown New Brunswick. Figure 2.2 
shows an undated photo of a Klan ceremony, although it is unclear if this is 
the incident that occurred on May 2nd. Believed at the time to be one of the 
largest Klan ceremonies to date on the East Coast, reporters on the scene esti-
mated between 6,000 and 12,000 individuals in attendance, with over 1,000 
receiving initiation rites.127 Despite the Klan’s reputed preference for conduct-
ing its affairs clandestinely, the event played out as a carefully orchestrated 
public spectacle. Klan organizers instructed all attendees to attach prominent 
white ribbons or handkerchiefs to their cars and to drive a designated route 
that cut directly through downtown New Brunswick. A New York World reporter 
observed, “There was never a time between 10 o’clock and midnight when the 
main streets of New Brunswick were not filled with the slow-moving proces-
sions,” then adding, “There are many Negroes in New Brunswick’s population. 
They vanished from the streets soon after 10 o’clock.”128 Unsurprisingly, black 
witnesses to this malevolent parade hid in the relative safety of their homes—
perhaps sick with fear; perhaps halfheartedly attempting to distract them-
selves; perhaps even taking the opportunity to educate their children on racial 
violence. Overnight, the organization that had terrorized southern friends and 
family suddenly became frighteningly local. License plates indicated that the 
vast majority of attendees were from New Jersey and New York, but cars also 
arrived from Ohio, Georgia, and Florida—states with highly organized, highly 
violent Klan operations. This northern rendition of the Klan appeared equally 
comfortable deploying intimidation tactics, tightly surrounding the periphery 
of the ceremony site with guards wielding wooden clubs “from three to four 
feet long, often knotted, twisted and gnarled with the bark on.”129 The racist 
ideology driving the New Jersey Klan became explicit during the initiation rit-
ual, when inductees were instructed to place their right hand over their hearts 
and pledge themselves to the maintenance of “white supremacy.” To signal the 
close of the ceremony, Klansmen set fire to a sixty-two-foot cross that could 
reportedly be seen up to seven miles away.130 The intended message of the 
event was abundantly clear. As one Klansmen chillingly remarked, “This is the 
real test of strength of the Ku Klux Klan.”131

In the following days, Klan newspapers designated the New Brunswick 
ceremony “One of the Greatest Ku Klux Demonstrations” and claimed that “a 
new respect for the Klan has developed here since the public has seen visual 
evidence of the extent to which true Americans have rallied to its banner.”132 
Indeed, the success of the May 1923 ceremony helped to unleash a period of 
sustained Klan activity in New Brunswick. Though members of the Middle-
sex County Klan largely managed to conduct their meetings and endeavors 
covertly, a series of prominent cross burnings throughout the city ensured 
that residents felt the Klan’s presence. The Klan carefully selected locations 
that would attract the most attention and often carried special significance. 
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Large fiery crosses were found on George Street at the Johnson & Johnson fac-
tory, as well as on Comstock Street near the Pennsylvania Railroad tracks.133 
On one particularly industrious night, the Klan set four crosses ablaze across 
New Brunswick. Two were placed near city entrances at Buccleuch Park and 
the Lincoln Highway, and two were placed in the Second Ward—one on Jones 
Avenue and one on Loretta [now Loretto] Street. The concentration of burning 
crosses in New Brunswick’s majority-black Second Ward suggests a deliberate 
effort on behalf of the Klan to terrorize the city’s black residents.134 Yet The 
Fiery Cross, a Klan newspaper, reported that the Middlesex County Klan finally 
“came into its own” on February 2, 1924, when members burned a cross on 
James Neilson’s property, a large tract of land that bordered the New Jersey 
College for Women.135 A Rutgers alumnus as well as an influential member of 
the Board of Trustees, Neilson was one of Rutgers’s most generous benefactors, 
ultimately donating much of the land that would comprise the Cook/Douglass 
campus. The Klan placed the cross at the top of a prominent hill on Neilson’s 
property known as “lilac fields,” which “commands a fine view of the Raritan 
and New Brunswick,” as described in a 1915 edition of New Brunswick Daily 
Home News.136 Left to burn against the dark night sky for over an hour, the fiery 
cross likely caught the eye of many in the city—from the young white students 

FIGURE 2.2 Undated Klan ceremony in New Brunswick.

Image courtesy of New Jersey Historical Society, Folder NJ Photo Collection Places, New 
Brunswick MG 1361 Ku Klux Klan 27/180.
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at the College for Women to the black residents of the Second Ward—yet the 
meaning of that symbol varied radically among the individuals who called 
New Brunswick home.

The rapid increase in the size and strength of the Middlesex County Klan 
ultimately led to its dissolution into smaller, city-based klans. On March 7, 
1926, the national Klan headquarters in Atlanta granted New Brunswick its 
own independent charter in a ceremony presided over by New Jersey’s Grand 
Dragon, Arthur H. Bell.137 The chapter adopted the official title “Rutgers Klan, 
Number 44 of the Realm of New Jersey.” Figure 2.3 shows an undated photo 
of the official Rutgers Klan Bond document. While other New Jersey chapters 
like those in Newark and Wildwood named their klans after prominent patri-
otic figures like George Washington and Theodore Roosevelt, respectively, the 
New Brunswick Klan paid tribute to its city’s most prominent institution. Yet 
because the Klan closely guarded its membership rolls, it is difficult to ascer-
tain which New Brunswick Klan members, if any, were also formally affiliated 
with Rutgers. The Rutgers Klan did, however, attract a sizable number of New 
Brunswick’s white, native-born, Protestant community. The Daily Home News 
estimated that nearly 500 members attended the group’s first outdoor meet-
ing.138 Along with its women’s auxiliary, “Old Glory, Number 64,” the Rutgers 
Klan wholeheartedly embraced the agenda advanced by the organization’s 
state and national leadership, self-reporting that “Rutgers is going forward and 
is backing our Grand Dragon in everything he asks us to do.”139 Although there 
appears to be no record of members of the Rutgers Klan committing overt acts 
of physical violence, members did work to advance anti-immigration bills and 
elect pro-Klan officials into positions of local authority, with varying levels of 
success. And yet despite the malevolent and pernicious activities performed 
under the name “Rutgers,” there appears to have been no sustained effort on 
behalf of Rutgers College’s administration to either formally denounce the 
Klan or to disassociate its actions from the college. Without any such clari-
fication from the college, many of New Brunswick’s residents likely assumed 
strong ties between Rutgers and the Klan. And for the city’s black population, 
the vast majority of whom had no personal interactions with the college and 
therefore no alternative frame of reference, the name “Rutgers” surely adopted 
new, frightening connotations.

The downfall of the “second Klan” began in the late 1920s as public scan-
dals and leadership disputes undermined the organization and new immigra-
tion laws satisfied the nativist calls of many of the nation’s white Protestants.140 
Yet despite the increasing marginality of the Klan in American public life, 
the Rutgers Klan managed to prolong its existence well into the 1930s before 
finally disbanding. An active presence in New Brunswick for nearly a decade, 
the Rutgers Klan shattered any illusions of the city as exempt from the terrors 
of southern-style racism.
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New Brunswick and the Mt. Zion A.M.E. Church

In the face of white supremacist terror African Americans turned inward, 
creating their own institutions. However, the establishment of the Rice Col-
ored Industrial School and other organizations would not have been possible 
without the ascent of the African Methodist Episcopal Church of the early 
nineteenth century. Eleven years after the founding of the first African Meth-
odist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia, blacks on the banks of the Raritan 
defiantly followed the footsteps of their forerunners. In 1827, prominent black 
New Brunswickers Joseph and Joan Hoagland established what was likely the 
first black church in the city with the help of itinerant A.M.E. pastors in the 
area.141 By December 12, 1829, the foundation of a church, which would resem-
ble a “little red schoolhouse,” was laid on Division Street, a road that runs 
perpendicular to one of the city’s main arteries.142 While Mt. Zion was not the 
first autonomous African American organization in the city (the African Asso-
ciation of New Brunswick founded in 1817 holds that title), it is recognized as 
the longest running black institution in the city.143 Indeed, the founders of Mt. 
Zion A.M.E. learned from the short-lived but influential African Association, 
whose complicated alliances with white trustees, Presbyterian pastors, and 
colonizationist power brokers allowed the semi-autonomous black space to 

FIGURE 2.3 Klan bond.

Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University. 
Bernard Bush Collection on the Ku Klux Klan in New Jersey (1915–1946), 1913–2010, Box 
2, Folder 85.
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be manipulated as a tool for white social control over blacks in the commu-
nity rather than a fully independent and liberatory space.144 Therefore, when a 
coterie of African Americans set out to found a new congregation of the Afri-
can Methodist Episcopal Church in New Brunswick in 1827, just one year after 
the African Association of New Brunswick was disbanded, they inscribed a 
provision in its charter which etched a future of black autonomy in perpetuity, 
declaring, “None shall be eligible as Trustees except free men, descendants 
[sic] of Africans.”145

Historians have long acknowledged the influence of the Christian church 
in the African American community. As early as the nineteenth century, the 
church served as a spiritual home as well as an institutional base for orga-
nizing for equal rights, engaging in public discourse, community-building, 
and leisure. This holds true for African American churches in New Brunswick 
as well. When Mt. Zion A.M.E. was constructed on Division Street in 1829, it 
became a public sphere for blacks to debate and negotiate the meanings of 
freedom, identity, and citizenship into the twentieth century. Moreover, as 
scholars Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, and Jualynne 
Dodson have noted, African American women’s significant numerical pres-
ence was a catalyst for the depth and breadth of the church’s influence. 
And though many women did not operate in formal leadership roles, skills 
acquired through fundraising, administrative, and mission work were repur-
posed through community-based activism and social justice initiatives.146 Into 
the twentieth century, Mt. Zion was a crucial site for black women, partic-
ularly those with academic and college credentials but whose opportunities 
were circumscribed by a racially discriminatory labor market. They harnessed 
institutional power within the church to transform their local communities 
and open doors in employment and education that had long been closed.

Since the nineteenth century, black churches have been “sites of a public 
discourse critical of white supremacy and the American nation-state as well 
as the spaces for identity construction.”147 Starting with the African Associa-
tion and later the Mt. Zion A.M.E., blacks in New Brunswick consistently orga-
nized to carve out autonomous black spaces to protest discrimination and 
advance the black community. As previously noted, education and technical 
training schools like the Rice School were a site of their organizing efforts 
in the latter part of the century. But prior to the Civil War, when no such 
spaces existed, Mt. Zion benefited from holding the deed to the church and 
the property upon which it was built. African American ownership of the 
gathering space was a critical advantage for the members of Mt. Zion and 
other blacks in the area. Where blacks would normally hold meetings in the 
homes of those in formal and informal leadership positions, possession of 
an organizational meeting space meant more expansive programming and 
greater legitimization as an institution.148
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Because Mt. Zion had circuit and short-term pastors during its one hun-
dred years of existence, the edifice of the church itself, rather than any one 
particular individual, became a community cornerstone. As early as the 
1840s, Mt. Zion was the site of quarterly conference meetings and colored 
conventions. Colored conventions were sites where free and fugitive blacks 
convened to strategize social justice initiatives in the areas of labor, edu-
cation, and civil rights.149 After the Civil War, the church was a significant 
site for meetings and lectures held by the Equal Rights League of New Jersey, 
an organization tasked with educating ex-slaves and southern exiles of their 
rights in the period immediately following emancipation. Samuel G. Gould 
of the Equal Rights League addressed the congregation and other black New 
Brunswickers in September of 1865, informing them of the “Political Rights 
and necessities for our people, strongly urging them to action while times 
were propitious, and while the public mind is awake.” In the immediate after-
math of the Union victory, which resulted in nearly four million freedmen, 
Gould “urged the importance of unity of action, of striving to assist each 
other, of morality, education, wealth, and, above all, such a deportment in the 
ordinary walks of life as will constrain even our enemies to respect us.”150 Mt. 
Zion pastor Benjamin Lynch provided this account for the Christian Recorder, 
noting that directly following their attentive engagement with the lecture, 
parishioners “at once formed themselves into an Equal Rights League auxil-
iary to the State League.”151

While Mt. Zion was a pivotal site for public and equal rights organizing 
in and around New Brunswick, the church fought for its existence financially, 
much like the Rice School. The congregation and the regular rotation of pas-
tors spent the better part of the nineteenth century trying to climb out of 
debt. The constant growth of the membership meant physical expansion was 
regularly on the table; however, the financial struggles reflected the meager 
wages of the church body, indicative of the labor limitations imposed on the 
black community. For example, in 1872 the church only collected $42 from its 
sixty-three members. Because the church could not generate enough income 
to meet the needs of its growing but economically strapped congregation, 
leaders from the church were forced to borrow funds.152 For this reason, fund-
raisers and festivals were regularly hosted by the church to generate income to 
pay off debts. For instance, an 1863 festival raised $15 to pay for the roof “which 
had blown off last spring.”153 As the church grew, leaders held Sunday “rallies” 
in local parks and organized “Valentine entertainment” to accrue funds for 
expansion and relieve their debt. The Christmas fair held in 1892, raised $41.61 
when the church had grown to 102 members.154 It would be many years before 
the church would reach financial stability, and this delay is likely because the 
short pastoral tenures prevented leadership from seeing projects for economic 
stability through to completion.155
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Indeed, the chief purpose of the festivals and fairs was to fundraise for 
the expansion of the church and pay off debts. However, the consequences of 
the discriminatory labor market and racial hostility of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century was not simply institution-building as economic 
racial advancement but institution-building for the sake of pleasure and relief. 
These events also became important sites of leisure, community-building, 
and solidarity within the black community of New Brunswick. In these areas, 
resolute churchgoing women were the primary organizers.156 As early as the 
1830s, groups of AME women like the “Daughters of the Conference” con-
cerned themselves with the material and financial health of the church by 
mending the clothing and robes of ministers and holding “‘preconference’ 
teas, dinners, receptions, etc.’”157 Into the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century, black women through their organizing and numerical power 
were able to harness institutional power which reached beyond the walls of 
the church. In her book about women’s organizational power in the A.M.E. 
Church, Jualynne E. Dodson argues that “AME women were not using power 
in terms of personal individual, interpersonal dominance” but rather for the 
benefit of the collective.158 Black women in the A.M.E. church negotiated power 
within the triple constraints of their positionality to “construct a community 
of respectable black citizenry, . . . eradicate racial discrimination,” and protest 
gender bias “in their own church.”159 This was also true of the institutional 
culture of the Mt. Zion A.M.E. Church in New Brunswick. The life of Alice Jen-
nings Archibald offers a point of entry to examine the ways in which African 
American women negotiated power within the church and used their voice to 
call for social justice in their local communities (see figure 2.4). An examina-
tion of her life, particularly her childhood and early adult years, sheds light on 
the day-to-day experiences of working class and “better class” blacks in New 
Brunswick.160 Her family’s multigenerational ties to Mt. Zion had a formative 
impact on her experiences and relationship to New Brunswick and created 
educational opportunities inside and outside of the city.

Alice Jennings was born on February 8, 1906, in New Brunswick, New Jer-
sey, in the family home on Handy Street.161 She was the fourth daughter of 
James and Edith Jennings. In Alice Jennings’s words, her parents were work-
ing-class people, a drugstore worker and a part-time laundress, respectively. 
They were “good Christian parents” and true “Jerseyites,” tracing their lineage 
in the state back many generations.162 Jennings was raised, however, by her 
great-uncle and aunt, Joseph and Gertrude (Pierce) Titus, who had no biologi-
cal children and desired to relieve the Jenningses of financial strain by taking 
in young Alice. Mr. Titus was a chauffeur for a member of the Johnson & John-
son family and Gertrude was a former teacher and active member of Mt. Zion 
A.M.E. Jennings’s aunt was of fair complexion and a member of an affluent 
family from Gouldtown, a town in Cumberland County, New Jersey, concerned 
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with “higher things” like education and mutual aid societies.163 Gertrude’s 
interest in education and her active participation in clubs like the Red Cross 
and Mt. Zion A.M.E. had a profound influence on the trajectory of Jennings’s 
life. It was her aunt who instilled in her “a love of books” and encouraged her 
to go to college to become a teacher.164 Jennings’s desire to teach in her home 
state would launch her career in activism.

Growing up on Handy Street and attending New Brunswick High School 
meant Jennings regularly encountered integrated spaces.165 In an oral inter-
view conducted in 1996, Jennings recalled growing up with Italian, Jewish, 
and Hungarian children, playing with them in her aunt’s yard and inviting 
them over for dinner. Reflecting on her childhood, she evoked a blissful igno-
rance on the matters of race: “[W]e were the only Afro-American family [on 
our block], but we didn’t know we were Afro-Americans, they didn’t know they 
were Italians, Jews, Irish, Hungarians. We all grew up together, we ate together 
if company came.”166

Jennings recovered relatively few memories of discrimination in New 
Brunswick even through her high school years. One of few black students at 
New Brunswick High School, Jennings excelled in academic and extracurricu-
lar activities and was the salutatorian of her 1923 midyear graduating class.167 
Her singular memory of discrimination at New Brunswick High School came 
from a teacher, not her peers. When a prejudiced instructor, “from the south,” 
gave her a “C” instead of the grade she deserved, her aunt and her classmates 
protested until the grade was changed. Recalling early memories from her 
childhood and adolescence, Jennings generally held that more extreme cases 
of prejudice and racism occurred in the South, not New Jersey. While admit-
ting that a cheaper movie theater, the Strand, was also “kind of prejudice[d]” 
because of their segregated seating, Jennings said she didn’t “dwell on it” but 
“went on about [her] business.” Jennings’s remembered experiences demon-
strate that in New Brunswick racial dominance was pervasive yet incomplete. 
And compared to the laundresses and domestic workers who made the rounds 
working for whites instead of socializing and learning with them, Jennings’s 
“better class” status as a member of a privileged cohort of blacks may have 
colored her remembrances of life in the Hub City.

After a positive experience at New Brunswick High, Jennings attended 
Howard University, a historically black college in Washington, DC. Jennings 
says that she chose Howard over New Jersey College for Women because she 
had always attended “white schools” and sought a new environment and 
opportunities in the nation’s capital.168 While her experience in the South 
was the first time she remembered encountering explicit racism, her Howard 
years were a formative time in her life, exposing her to African Americans 
from various walks of life and economic backgrounds. Howard University, 
she stated, “was [her] first experience with negroes with real money.” It was 
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also where she realized that there “were opportunities where you could bet-
ter yourself if you tried.” During her college years, Jennings made friends 
from Louisiana to Colorado and was introduced to writings of black intellec-
tuals like W.E.B. Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, and Marcus Garvey. While 
Jennings did not necessarily align herself with any of the ideologues of the 
era, and considered herself a negotiator rather than a radical, she did not 
denounce such strategies: “I’m not a radical person, I don’t believe; I’m more 
of the Urban League type of person. I believe in sitting down with people and 
trying to work things out in a peaceful manner  .  .  . but there’s a place for 
the radicals.”169 Later in life, when jobs turned her away, she would show her 
resolve as a negotiator and “Urban League type” to shift the course of some of 
New Brunswick’s staple institutions.

After graduating from Howard University with a bachelor of arts degree in 
1927 and obtaining an education degree from the University of Cincinnati in 
1928, Jennings pursued a teaching career. Her home state of New Jersey, how-
ever, did not welcome her back. Jennings was denied employment for every 
teaching position she applied to because she was African American. The expe-
rience left her feeling disparaged and perhaps with a sense that the discrimi-
nation in the North and the South were two sides of the same coin. After much 
persistence and with the help of the American Missionary Association, she did 
find work, a teaching position in the South. Deeply grateful for the opportu-
nity to work in her field, she still harbored some resentment and frustration 
regarding the outcome of her job search. “I had to go away from home, whether 
I wanted or not,” recalled Jennings, “when one of my [white] classmates who 
wasn’t as good as a student as I was, was teaching in one of the schools [in New 
Brunswick].” Though she took advantage of the teaching positions offered in 
North Carolina, at Parmele Training School and later at Brick Junior College, 
the experience of job discrimination in her home state, supposedly milder in 
racism than the South, led to a profound realization that self-determination 
alone would not lead to ground breaking racial advancement.170 The struc-
ture of institutions, corporations, sites of education had to be transformed for 
there to be more broad-reaching change.

After teaching in North Carolina for about ten years, Jennings returned 
to New Brunswick, where she began a career as an activist and community 
organizer. Still unable to obtain a teaching position in New Brunswick, even 
after becoming the first African American woman to obtain a graduate degree 
from Rutgers in 1938 (the same year that the first African American woman 
matriculated through the New Jersey College for Women), Jennings took on 
clerical work to get by financially but poured her energy into Mt. Zion A.M.E.’s 
Willing Workers Club and the Urban League.171

As a member of the Willing Workers Club she committed herself to plan-
ning local social events, like plays, pageants, and teas, for members of the 
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church and the black community. A brief sketch of the organization written 
by Jennings in the early 1990s revealed “dramatic readings,” dance recitals, 
concerts, and “many, many projects too numerous to mention.” Over the more 
than sixty-year life of the club, she assisted in planning national and interna-
tional trips such as cruises to Bermuda, bus trips to Montreal, and vacations 
to Hawaii. Although these trips were not economically accessible to every 
member of the church, Jennings found it important to create opportunities 
for leisure and new cultural experiences for African Americans in a city where 
Klan activities were once highly visible and employment discrimination was 
the norm.172

Jennings’s involvement in her church women’s club was an avenue for 
her to pursue activism in New Brunswick. While Jennings described herself 
as diplomat rather than a radical, a letter she wrote to the editor of the Daily 
Home News in 1942 on behalf of the Willing Workers Club, an organization typ-
ically associated with teas and leisure, captured her pursuit of a more equita-
ble community for blacks and whites in the city of New Brunswick.173 The short 
piece, “What the Negro Wants,” reads like a multipoint plan for achieving eco-
nomic, educational, and social justice.174 Among her requests were that white 
New Brunswickers treat African Americans “like any other loyal, well think-
ing, substantial American Citizen[s]” and that “more men and women . . . take 
firm stances against racial discrimination.” She also insisted that the city 
“train [African Americans] for different phases of employment” and create 
“opportunities for school boys and girls to pick up jobs after school and on 
Saturdays.”175 Jennings also called for greater coverage in the Daily Home News 
of the “worthwhile things Negroes are doing” rather than the sharp focus 
on black crime. Jennings added quite plainly that white New Brunswickers 
should treat blacks like “human being[s]” who are “capable of making mis-
takes” not “super-human” stoic figures devoid of reactions and impulses. Her 
final request was a call for the New Brunswick of her childhood memories, for 
a “continuation of good comradeship” among children regardless of race and 
that there be more opportunities for interracial friendship and collaboration. 
This letter to the editor served as a catalyst for Jennings’s involvement in the 
social justice programs and initiatives in the city of New Brunswick.

In 1944, the National Urban League granted a charter to the local Ser-
vice Council in New Brunswick. The founding of the local league was initiated 
after a 1943 forum discussed the need for organizing efforts among the black 
community, particularly around the issue of residents’ rights. Women of the 
League of Women Voters, the YWCA, and the Women’s Auxiliary of the Jewish 
Community Center responded to the call to action by fundraising and garner-
ing community support.176 There are few details about the original organiza-
tional structure of the Urban League of New Brunswick, but Alice Jennings 
was a founding member. Her participation in the league helped to create 



FIGURE 2.4 Anderson funeral service.

Image courtesy of New Brunswick Free Public Library. Anderson Funeral Service 
(New Brunswick New Jersey), “Alice Gertrude Jennings Archibald Funeral Program,” 
December 23, 2002, New Brunswick Men and Women, Folder A, New Brunswick Free 
Public Library Collection, New Brunswick.
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economic and educational opportunities that were denied to her in the 1920s 
and 1930s and to implement initiatives from her 1942 letter to the Daily Home 
News editor. Serving as the administrative assistant to two consecutive execu-
tive directors, she worked to get the first African Americans hired at Johnson 
& Johnson and the first teachers hired in New Brunswick Public Schools. “We 
established a lot of firsts,” she recounts. Additionally, her work with the Urban 
League helped to change the culture of exclusion on the campus of Douglass 
College. While the first African American woman had been admitted in 1934, 
it was not until 1946 that the first black women, Emma (Andrews) Warren and 
Evelyn (Sermons) Field, were allowed to live on campus.177 During her tenure 
as an administrative assistant, the Urban League achieved another first by 
prompting the construction of the first public housing complex in New Bruns-
wick with Robeson Village.178

Jennings was a devoted and dedicated citizen of New Brunswick even 
when it failed her and other members of the black community. She was a 
bright and well-connected adolescent who excelled academically and had 
friends of many backgrounds and ethnicities. In adulthood, however, despite 
academic credentials and her relatively privileged class status, she faced a still 
circumscribed labor market for black women and was prevented employment 
as a teacher in New Brunswick public schools. This dissonance led Jennings to 
activist work in the 1930s and 1940s, striving for a New Brunswick that lived up 
to what she believed it could be. In the A.M.E. Church she worked to enrich the 
cultural experiences of everyday African Americans by creating opportunities 
for leisure and pleasure, while the Urban League allowed her to take a more 
confrontational stance toward economic and social justice, opening doors for 
others that had once been closed to her.

Nearly a century after the Civil War, African Americans in New Bruns-
wick at all socioeconomic levels were still dealing with the consequences of 
the ambivalent victories of emancipation. The official end of slavery was not 
a panacea for white supremacist terror and hostility, nor did it create employ-
ment opportunities that looked vastly different from those available to blacks 
before the war. To be sure, turn-of-the-century industrialization redefined 
the condition and meaning of blackness, but it did little to curb the discrim-
inatory labor market and segregation that was inherent in New Brunswick 
public schools and at Rutgers College. To counter the challenges of limited 
employment, institutional racism, and improvement of black life, the African 
American community established an extensive network of institutions and 
mutual aid societies, some still in existence today, that provided education, 
employment, and empowerment. The Colored Industrial School and Mt. Zion 
A.M.E. were spaces of leisure, refuge, and uplift and sites where everyday New 
Brunswickers harnessed institutional power that had once been foreclosed.
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The Rutgers Race Man

Early Black Students at Rutgers College

BEATRICE J. ADAMS, SHAUN ARMSTEAD,  

SHAR I CUNNINGHAM, AND TR ACEY JOHNSON

The first black men to attend Rutgers embodied contradictions. They were 
Rutgers Men and Race Men. The qualities central to both archetypes—civil-
ity, morality, thrift, intelligence—were similar. What made for incongruity 
was the fact that the Rutgers Man was originally raced white while the Race 
Man was unassailably black. This twoness could have presented irreconcilable 
problems for early black students. Yet they inserted themselves into Rutgers 
masculine culture and merged the two. This article will demonstrate how they 
did this. Though not an exhaustive study of Rutgers’s first black men, this look 
at a few of them will demonstrate how they reconciled their identities and 
became Rutgers Race Men.

The Rutgers Man and the Race Man

The “Rutgers Man” was the archetype Rutgers students aspired to before 
they graduated from the college. Rutgers was often gendered as a nurturing 
mother figure who helped transform boys into true men by the time they 
graduated. Endowed in this collegiate representative were traits also asso-
ciated with the institution itself: honor, civility, respectability, intelligence, 
social adeptness, confidence, competitiveness, athleticism, and attractive-
ness. The notion of the Rutgers Man developed while the college was still a 
men’s-only institution and endured until Rutgers University became a coed 
institution in the 1970s. Though it was hardly ever stated explicitly, the Rut-
gers Man was presumed to be white. He was a credit not just to his family 
but to the American nation.
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According to one student chronicling the history of his class, Rutgers 
Men were those who had triumphed in the metaphorical race for prosperity, 
satisfying academic requirements and ignoring the lure of “the fray or the 
festivity” the world offered.1 Social Darwinian worldviews premised with the 
so-called survival of the fittest were pervasive in the twentieth century.2 Men 
attending Rutgers learned to value life as a competition that they could win. 
One short story written in 1916 recounted a young man from a small rural 
town in New Jersey who arrived on campus a country bumpkin. Despite his 
allegedly backward environment, this white man, “living proof of the Darwin-
ian Theory,” proved able to apply himself and rise above his rural moorings.3 
He worked hard, and after immersing himself in the Rutgers customs and 
norms that dictated how to dress and act, he graduated a popular member of 
his class. The student-author concludes his story of “The Fable of the Guy Who 
Made Good” with grandeur and success. The country bumpkin from the “mos-
quito infested alfalfa fields of South Jersey” became president “of some five or 
six Railroad Corporations” and married an heiress.4

While they received their college education, Rutgers Men also learned 
masculine and social norms. Outside of the classroom, the Rutgers Man rep-
resented the ideal catch for respectable women of a similar or better socio-
economic class. Figure 3.1 illustrates the attractive qualities the Rutgers Man 
was expected to possess. As depicted, he is well dressed and exudes the manly 
confidence of someone who is socioeconomically successful. He is the center 
of young women’s gazes. And he is white.5

Since the privileges afforded the Rutgers Man were not guaranteed to all 
students who attended the college, we can presume that the young man is 
also Anglo-Saxon. As historian Gail Bederman has demonstrated, all white-
skinned men were not automatically granted the privileges of whiteness.6 In 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the United States experi-
enced a wave of immigration that brought teeming numbers of people from 
Italy, Poland, and other countries. Individuals from these nations were not con-
sidered fully white, and thus experienced racialization as ethnic whites who 
were considered inferior to native white Americans and those from Western 
Europe.7 Immigrant men, like black men, were thought to possess a rougher, 
less civilized type of manhood, one where physicality prevailed over intellect, 
and impulse and instinct trumped reason and deliberation. Over the course 
of the twentieth century, the category of whiteness would expand, but in ear-
ly-twentieth-century America only Anglo-Saxon men represented the ideal.8

The experience of Alfred Gaipa, a 1914 Rutgers graduate, exemplified how 
race and manhood came together for immigrant whites at Rutgers in the 
first years of the twentieth century. Alfred Gaipa was born in Palermo, Italy, 
in 1890. His father worked as a glove cutter and his mother’s occupation is 
unknown. He was a short man with dark hair and was on the gymnastics team 
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when he attended Rutgers. His senior biography reveals a series of nicknames 
throughout his tenure at the institution. Gaipa was first known as “Mutt,” 
then as “Jeff.”9 His first nickname suggests notions of racial impurity, and the 
nickname “Gip” (short for “gypsy”) that appears with his picture in the 1914 
yearbook was a derogatory term that described people of Romani descent as 
thieving and untrustworthy.10 Yet, as the rhyme that accompanied his picture 

FIGURE 3.1 An image of a Rutgers student speaking with two women, this depiction 
is most likely a rendering of a college-sponsored social gathering.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.
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suggests, before he graduated, Gaipa became known as “Jeff,” exposing a pro-
cess of Anglicization—of becoming white—that he underwent while attend-
ing Rutgers. Gaipa’s experience at Rutgers demonstrates that whiteness was 
a project that Rutgers was invested in producing. For Alfred Gaipa, an Italian 
immigrant, becoming a Rutgers Man meant becoming white.

But black men could not be reraced as white. Black men on white cam-
puses during the Jim Crow era were an anomaly, if only because the logic of 
Plessy v. Ferguson, the 1896 Supreme Court decision that upheld separate but 
equal laws, presumed blacks to be so inherently inferior as to necessitate the 
separation of the races. As noted in chapter one, white Rutgers students and 
professors advanced ideas of scientific racism and social Darwinism. No mat-
ter how respectable and upstanding black men were, their journey to becom-
ing Rutgers Men was obstructed by racism.

Moreover, black men entering Rutgers had other obligations. As part of 
what W.E.B. Du Bois called the “talented tenth,” college-educated black men 
were expected to become Race Men. During the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, those considered to be Race Men often hailed from the 
elite of African American society. Many of the first black students at Rutgers 
came from families that were part of the “talented tenth,” an exceptional group 
of black men and women who could serve as leaders for the race. Du Bois, the 
first African American to receive a PhD from Harvard University, popularized 
the notion of the “talented tenth” in 1903 when he wrote, “The Negro race, like 
all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men. The problem of educa-
tion, then, among Negroes must first of all deal with the Talented Tenth; it is 
the problem of developing the Best of this race that they may guide the Mass 
away from the contamination and death of the Worst, in their own and other 
races.”11 The talented tenth included black teachers and professors, ministers, 
business owners, and professionals such as physicians and lawyers. A black 
man attending college was obligated to care about his race and was expected 
to undertake the task of uplift. He had to embody “race consciousness, race 
pride, and race solidarity,” and had to use his intellect, and the power and 
wealth that it produced, to elevate black people.12

Taking its first African American student in 1888, Rutgers was among the 
few American institutions of higher education to accept African Americans 
before the twentieth century. Part of a group of eighty-one institutions ana-
lyzed by W.E.B Du Bois in his 1901 publication The College Bred Negro American, 
Rutgers was, however, one of over two dozen institutions that had only pro-
duced one African American graduate by 1900. And while Princeton did not 
accept African Americans until after World War II, the University of Pennsyl-
vania, Harvard, and Yale would all have over two dozen black graduates by 
1909.13 The unevenness of Rutgers’s transition from an all-white space to one 
that included just a few African American male students is not only visible 
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through statistical analysis but also by the lived experiences of its earliest 
black students.

These first black men were doubly pressured. They had to overcome the 
racism that obstructed their path to becoming Rutgers Men, and they had 
to be representative models of blackness. Somehow they had to merge the 
Rutgers Man and the Race Man. As the stories that follow demonstrate, it was 
easier for some than for others. One can imagine that it was harder for some-
one like Reuben McDaniel (class of 1928), the son of a Virginia sharecropper 
who migrated to New Jersey, than for Edward Lawson, whose father and older 
brother and sister were college educated. But as we will see, even economic 
privilege did not protect Lawson from the bite of racism. Admittedly, there 
are examples of black male students who found ways to gain acceptance as 
Rutgers Men by their classmates, Paul Robeson being a stunning example. But 
even Robeson had difficulty reconciling being a Rutgers Man and a Race Man 
at the same time.

One thing is for sure, however. The students covered in this article—James 
Dickson Carr, Edward Lawson, Paul Robeson, John Morrow, Edward Lawson 
Jr., James Hoggard, and Harry Hazelwood—upset the foundational principles 
of Jim Crow and broadened the definition of a Rutgers Man. They were living 
proof that the science of racism was bogus. Despite the omnipresent discrim-
ination, they excelled in their studies, and by virtue of the education they 
received at Rutgers, they became part of the “talented tenth” and went on to 
fulfill their destinies as Race Men.14 The brief biographies that follow provide 
insight on how African American men at Rutgers defeated the odds and rec-
onciled their dual identities as Race Men and Rutgers Men.

James Dickson Carr (Class of 1892)

In 1888 James Dickson Carr entered Rutgers College, disrupting the institu-
tion’s one-hundred-and-twenty-year tradition of excluding African Ameri-
cans.15 Just eighty years after an enslaved man named Will worked to lay 
the foundation of the Old Queens building and twenty-three years after the 
emancipation of enslaved blacks in the United States, Carr’s presence on 
campus was pathbreaking.16 Carr attended Rutgers at a time when few Afri-
can Americans were allowed to attend elite American universities like Rut-
gers. Yet Carr was not only a pioneer in the realm of higher education; he 
would continue making inroads for African Americans long after he left the 
halls of Old Queens.

James Dickson Carr was born on September 28, 1868, to William T. Carr 
and Mary Louise Sprigg Carr in Baltimore, Maryland. William Carr’s career as 
a Presbyterian minister took the family to New Jersey, where the younger Carr 
attended public school in Elizabeth. From 1886 to 1888, James Dickson Carr 
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finished his secondary education at the Rutgers College Preparatory School, 
commuting from Elizabeth (see Figure 3.2).17 Carr received excellent grades, 
which were recorded by William H. S. Demarest, an instructor at Rutgers Pre-
paratory School and future president of Rutgers College (1906–1924). Demarest 
gave Carr almost perfect scores in Latin. Perhaps Demarest’s high opinion of 
Carr played a role in his admission to Rutgers College, as Carr was admitted to 
the Classical Section of Rutgers’s freshmen class in 1888.18

During his time at Rutgers College, James Dickson Carr (Figure 3.3) seemed 
to embody many of the characteristics central to being a Rutgers Man. He was 
intelligent and agreeable. Henry Kimball Davis, who had known Carr since 
grammar school, reflected in 1920, that “the thing that impresses me . . . was 
the respect in which Carr was always held by his fellow students. This was due, 
I think, to his sincerity and his self-respect.” He continued describing Carr as 
“a first class fellow, true as steel in his friendship without dissimulation and 
clean as a hound’s tooth in speech and in his private life.”19 While Carr was not 
the best athlete (an accident early in his life left him without full sight in one 
eye), he still managed to fit in with most students at Rutgers.20

Archival records suggest that Carr was fairly well accepted by white stu-
dents and faculty, even though he attended the college at a time when racial 
segregation was the norm. Legal scholar Peter Mazzei notes that almost every 
record the university has on Carr makes no reference to his race; Carr had a 
white roommate while staying at the Winants Hall dormitory, was given the 

FIGURE 3.2 Rutgers College Preparatory School where James Dickson Carr attended 
school prior to beginning his matriculation at Rutgers College in 1888.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.



FIGURE 3.3 James Dickson Carr in 1892.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.
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same attention as other students in the student yearbook, and was included 
in the class of 1892 photo. Additionally, James Dickson Carr participated in 
student organizations on campus, including the Rutgers Athletic Association, 
the Rutgers YMCA, the Rutgers Temperance Association, and was even elected 
as president of the Philoclean Literary Society.21

Yet there is some indication that not everyone was fully accepting and 
that Carr experienced racial discrimination while attending Rutgers. An 1892 
New York Times article, notably titled “A Credit to His Race,” reported that 
James Dickson Carr was “a colored man, whose admission to the institution 
four years ago was viewed with misgivings.”22 Carr’s classmate Henry Kimball 
Davis noted, “He did not want to be patronized; and if any one was inclined to 
pass him by because of his color, Carr at least would not notice it.”23 Despite 
Davis’s analysis that Carr “would not notice it,” Carr certainly must have. What 
escaped Davis’s attention was that as a “credit to his race,” a Race Man, Carr 
had to hold his feelings in check. He was representing not only himself but his 
race. He could not get emotional but had to perform the intellectually calm 
demeanor of a Race Man. Davis also noted that Carr did not seem to be able 
to fully participate in the Rutgers male social community: “Probably outside 
of the informal meetings between classes, his social life in college was not 
wide, although everyone who called on him when he roomed on French street 
and later in Winants Hall always received a hearty welcome.”24 Again, as a 
Race Man, he was a different kind of Rutgers Man, one who was discriminated 
against on a daily basis. But as a cordial welcoming gentleman he embodied 
the elements of both.

Whatever obstacles James Dickson Carr faced, he did not let them prevent 
him from excelling academically. When Carr graduated from Rutgers College, 
he was inducted into Phi Beta Kappa, the oldest and most prestigious honor 
society in America, which recognizes excellence in the liberal arts and sci-
ences. Carr also had a prominent role in the graduation ceremony for the Rut-
gers class of 1892. Carr stood before a large crowd in Kirkpatrick Chapel, where 
he delivered the “Ivy Oration.” In this address, in which he placed himself 
firmly within the Rutgers Man tradition, he declared his devotion to Rutgers 
and implored the graduates of 1892 to love and be loyal to their alma mater. 
He exhorted, “May the boast of the mother of Gracchi, be the boast of our 
Alma Mater, that we, her sons, are her jewels, to be squared and polished as 
pillars of support and ornament. And may we stand upon the world’s broad 
threshold . . . with manhood as the one immortal thing, act our part well.”25 
Certainly, Carr felt a strong bond to the institution and no doubt considered 
himself to be a true Rutgers Man.

James Dickson Carr continued to be a pioneer after leaving Rutgers. He 
went on to become the first African American to graduate from the Columbia 
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University Law School, graduating in June 1896 and passing the New York Bar 
the same year.26 He privately practiced law for a short time, before beginning 
a notable career in local politics. In the last years of the nineteenth century, 
Carr’s political allegiance took a major turn when he was among the first Afri-
can Americans to switch to the Democratic Party. The switch from being an 
ardent Republican (exemplified by his activities with the Republican Club at 
Rutgers) to a Democrat was significant because the vast majority of African 
Americans identified with the Republican Party during this time period. As 
the party of Abraham Lincoln, the Republican Party had played a key role in 
ending slavery in the United States. Even though the southern wing of the 
Democratic Party put their weight behind the legal system that enforced racial 
segregation, Carr joined Tammany Hall, the Democratic political machine of 
New York City, in 1897. This was the same year Tammany Hall created the all-
black group “United Colored Democracy.”27

James Dickson Carr’s decision to join the Democratic Party was prompted 
by racial prejudice he experienced from New York Republicans. In the fraught 
1896 presidential election, the Republic Party appealed to black voters by mak-
ing promises to work for the advancement of African Americans. However, 
after black voters helped elect Republican candidate William McKinley, these 
promises proved to be largely empty. In New York City, the Republican district 
attorney, William M. K. Olcott, refused to appoint Carr as assistant district 
attorney although the job had been a pre-election promise.28 According to 
Carr, “at the time I had the endorsement of the republican organization, and 
believed that I would be appointed, but Mr. Olcott refused to appoint me on 
the ground that I am a colored man.”29 Seeing this racism, some black lead-
ers left the Republican Party for Tammany Hall. Richard Crocker, the head of 
Tammany Hall, promised fairer treatment for African Americans and to put 
“at least one colored man in every department of the city government.”30 In 
September 1899 James Dickson Carr became the first black assistant district 
attorney of New York County under Democrat Asa Bird Gardiner.31

Carr’s appointment as an assistant district attorney was a source of 
race pride for black Americans living in the Jim Crow era. News of Carr’s 
appointment made headlines across the nation, in states including Arkan-
sas, Delaware, Florida, Louisiana, Nebraska, North Carolina, and Utah.32 Carr 
was certainly making inroads for racial advancement, but not everyone was 
thrilled. For example, a North Carolina newspaper article suggested “the white 
man’s [Democratic] party of North Carolina should send a protest to Tammany 
Hall at once for appointing a Negro to a responsible place. It’s strictly against 
the edict of North Carolina Democracy, and its jurisdiction includes New 
York.”33 Additionally, a Florida newspaper printed news of the appointment 
directly below an article describing the castration of a black man by a white 
mob in South Carolina.34 For all the praise Carr received, the harsh reality of 
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what it meant to be a black man in the late-nineteenth-century United States 
remained inescapable.

Despite opposition, Carr continued in his political career and was 
appointed assistant corporate counsel of the New York City Law Department 
in 1904. He held this position until his death in 1920.35 His success in the legal 
field was a source of pride for his alma mater. The Rutgers newspaper, the Tar-
gum, reported Carr’s assistant corporate counsel appointment and the Rutgers 
Alumni Quarterly ran an article on his life achievements in 1920.36 It seems 
Carr maintained an affiliation with Rutgers throughout his life. He submitted 
at least two alumni forms for the alumni catalogue to update the institution 
about his progress.37 As the first African American graduate from Rutgers Col-
lege, James Dickson Carr was not only a Rutgers Man but a Race Man as well. 
He likely served as a mentor to at least one other African American Rutgers 
student, Paul Robeson, in subsequent years.38 James Dickson Carr lived in an 
era when many whites were against black equality and held racist ideas about 
African Americans’ intellectual abilities. His excellent academic record at 
Rutgers and his successful career defied these ideas and set the mold for the 
Rutgers Race Man.

Edward H. Lawson Sr. (1904–1907)

Edward H. Lawson Sr. aspired to be a Rutgers Man long before he reached the 
halls of Old Queens in 1904. The son of Jesse and Rosetta Lawson of Wash-
ington, DC, Edward Lawson had spent his high school years using Rutgers’s 
course requirements for incoming students to prepare for possible admission 
into the college. Lawson also wrote to Rutgers administrator Irving S. Upson 
requesting information on Rutgers’s placement exams.39 His hard work paid 
off, and Edward Lawson was accepted into Rutgers College. As September 1904 
approached, Edward Lawson excitedly awaited the start of his first semester 
as a Rutgers Man. Yet no matter how much he had planned, Lawson could 
not foresee that he would never receive his degree from Rutgers College—not 
because of his own shortcomings but because of the shortcomings of others.

It seems both Edward Lawson and his father worked together to fashion 
an image of young Lawson that was attractive to Rutgers College. Jesse Lawson 
was himself a college graduate who worked for the federal government and 
founded the first sociological association in the United States, the National 
Sociological Society (NSS), in 1903.40 Jesse Lawson wrote letters to Rutgers offi-
cials on NSS letterhead prior to Edward Lawson’s admittance to the college and 
repeatedly referenced his son’s qualifications, which included Edward’s use of 
summer holidays for further academic improvement. But the senior Lawson 
did not solely rely on Edward’s academic strengths to present him as a Rutgers-
Man-in-the-making. He also pointed toward his elder son and daughter who 
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were both finishing degrees at Howard University Medical School and Oberlin, 
respectively, to reveal the intellectual milieu from which Edward came. Fur-
ther references to his own influential connections to New Jersey senator John 
Kean and representative Charles Fowler likely conveyed the Lawson family’s 
respectability and social standing.41 Neither father nor son revealed why they 
so earnestly wanted the Rutgers education. There was no alumni connection 
since Jesse Lawson had graduated from Howard University. It is possible that 
the family wanted Edward to attend Rutgers to prove that black Americans 
could thrive in white educational spaces. As one scholar explains, black Amer-
icans have historically relied on the “politics of respectability” to access rights 
and freedoms associated with U.S. citizenship.42

From September 1904 until November 1907, Edward Lawson made the 
most of his time at Rutgers. Yearbooks, faculty minutes, and the numerous 
letters Jesse Lawson sent to Irving S. Upson during this period reveal Edward 
Lawson’s extensive efforts to fit the model of the Rutgers Man. During these 
years Lawson served as an associate editor of the Targum newspaper and was 
named an Honor Man, winning the Irving S. Upson prize for oration. He also 
joined the track team, the chess club, and helped plan his junior class ban-
quet. In addition to his studies and extracurricular activities, he found time 
to work at the Library of Congress in Washington, DC, during the summer.43

Despite his father’s testimony that Edward “ha[d] the college spirit, through 
and through,” possessing a “devotion to Rutgers” that remained “unbounded,” 
there is much that is troubling about Lawson’s Rutgers experience.44 It seems 
that he struggled to fit in with his white classmates and be fully embraced in 
Rutgers fraternal community. While he was certainly a part of the social fabric 
of Rutgers, Lawson did not live on campus until his senior year, and even then, 
he lived alone. These lodging arrangements suggest dynamics at Rutgers that 
may have been less than welcoming toward a black student.

More troubling were the circumstances of his dismissal in November of 
1907. Seven months shy of graduation, Edward Lawson was accused of steal-
ing from Winants Hall, the dormitory where he roomed. A package and letter 
belonging to Frank Dens, a white student, had gone missing from the mail-
room, and the janitor, John Thomas, accused Lawson. Thomas’s evidence was 
that Lawson “acted in a suspicious manner around the mail table.”45 Appar-
ently, John Thomas had a history of chastising black people. In 1893 the New 
Brunswick Daily Times reported “one of the colored waiters at the dormitory 
was caught going upstairs this morning by Janitor John Thomas. This is 
against the rules of the dormitory and he was ordered down by Thomas.” An 
altercation ensued, and the black worker was fired from his job.46

Picking up a dispatch from New Brunswick, the Evening Star reported that 
Edward Lawson, “a colored student at Rutgers College, was caught robbing the 
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mails at Winants Hall dormitory Saturday afternoon, it is alleged, and had 
been dismissed from the institution.”47 Edward Lawson denied being the per-
petrator and wrote to the Evening Star demanding a retraction. Lawson wrote: 
“I emphatically deny that I was ‘caught robbing the mails at Winant’s Hall dor-
mitory,’ or that I have been ‘dismissed from the institution’ as stated in that 
item. These statements are entirely misleading and erroneous.” Lawson also 
claimed that, in fact, he was among the Rutgers students who had reported to 
federal authorities that his mail had gone missing in the past.48

Though there was no proof that Lawson had stolen the mail, the faculty 
voted and decided that the best course of action was to ask Lawson to with-
draw from Rutgers College (though he really could not choose to stay). In other 
words, even though there appears to have been some doubt as to the veracity 
of Thomas’s accusation (evidenced by the fact that the faculty did not vote to 
expel Lawson), they nevertheless took the word of a white janitor over a black 
male honor student, one who had tirelessly prepared himself to become a Rut-
gers Man and who was on track to become a Race Man.49

After the faculty members’ vote in November 1907, it would seem that 
Edward Lawson lost his dream of graduating as a Rutgers Man. He transferred 
to his father’s alma mater, Howard University, where he graduated in the 
spring of 1908.50 Following Lawson’s withdrawal from Rutgers, Jesse Lawson 
fought to protect his son’s reputation and repeatedly expressed his frustra-
tion with the institution to administrators. In communications with Rutgers, 
the elder Lawson consistently noted when the college acted dishonorably. 
One notable incident concerned attempts to charge fees for his son’s room 
after his departure. When Jesse Lawson noted in February 1908 that his son 
had not been registered since November 1907, Irving S. Upson responded that 
the college had been unable to rent the rooms because Edward’s possessions 
were still there. Jesse Lawson reminded Upson that his son was barred from 
Winants Hall. Throwing the issue of integrity back on those who had dispar-
aged his son, Jesse Lawson indicted Rutgers for violating its own Rutgers Man 
principles of honor: “To keep a man’s money for something for which he has 
paid, and at the same time exclude him from the use of it is not agreeable to 
the code of ethics to which I subscribe, nor is it in keeping with the American 
sense of fair play.”51

As a family that valued respectability, Jesse’s efforts to clear Edward’s 
name was underpinned by concern for the Lawson family’s public image. 
On August 4, 1909, nearly two years after his dismissal from the institution, 
Edward H. Lawson wrote to Rutgers College Administrative Committee: “I 
have, throughout my life, no charges against me except those which through 
a well-organized and executed antagonism (for I can see it in no other light) 
came to me at Rutgers.”52 Lawson offered several character witnesses, one 
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being Judge Robert H. Terrell, husband of famed African American activist 
Mary Church Terrell. On several occasions Lawson asked Rutgers to confer the 
degree that he should have obtained.53 However, these efforts came to naught.

Not surprisingly, Edward Lawson never disavowed Rutgers and he contin-
ued to identify with the institution until his death in 1952. He had attended 
Rutgers for over three years, forged relationships with other students, and, 
though he lived off campus for most of his tenure, he had participated in the 
school’s social life. Sources suggest that a few colleagues sought to maintain 
goodwill with Lawson after he left Rutgers College. One letter seems to indi-
cate that one of the fraternities sent Lawson an invitation to join a year or two 
after he left Rutgers to convey that “some of us still trust and believe in you.”54 
Similarly, in June 1908, following Lawson’s graduation from Howard, Rutgers 
administrator Irving S. Upson wrote a reference letter for Lawson that made 
no mention of the Winants Hall controversy. Instead, he affirmed that Lawson 
“maintained a good scholarship standing and a good character throughout 
the Freshman, Sophomore, and Junior years in this institution.”55 Lawson’s 
existing relationships could explain his enduring connection to the college, 
but not fully.

One way to understand Lawson’s refusal to relinquish his identity as a 
Rutgers Man is to acknowledge that being a Rutgers Man was inextricably 
intertwined with being a Race Man. As a Race Man, Lawson was compelled 
to insist on equality and to fight injustice. He therefore had to maintain a 
relationship with the college and his classmates, if only to constantly remind 
them of his innocence and the discrimination he suffered. This duty was not 
always an easy task. While some of his Rutgers classmates wished to continue 
friendly relations, others rejected Lawson. In 1915, Edward Lawson declined 
attending an alumni event, explaining to one classmate that he had been 
figuratively “lynched” at a previous gathering of Rutgers Men.56 In addition 
to fearing drunken references to his theft accusations, Edward believed it 
pointless to join other alumni who would treat him as inferior rather than 
their equal.

Edward Lawson found himself agonizing over the hypocrisy he saw in his 
fellow Rutgers Men. In a letter to D. J. Fisher (class of 1908), Lawson expressed 
his view that many Rutgers alumni did not adhere to their own principles of 
respectability:

I am studying you white people pretty closely—that is, endeavoring to 
find a community of you that exemplify the religion which you profess. 
I shall await your reply, therefore, with interest; and, if I do not hear 
from you I shall be even more keenly interested in you as a race and as 
a class, and as a group of college fellows who will grow into manhood 
one of these days and treat everybody white.57
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By equating whiteness with negative characteristics, Lawson, the Race Man, 
unpaired the Rutgers Man from whiteness and suggested that his white 
“college fellows” could not be Rutgers Men because they had yet to treat 
everyone as an equal, something Lawson felt a Rutgers Man was compelled 
to do. In calling into question the institution’s ethics, he criticized the exis-
tence of a Rutgers Man ideal premised upon the superiority of whiteness. 
In this way, his refusal to cast aside Rutgers as an alma mater enabled him 
to emphasize the superiority of the Rutgers Race Man, someone who was 
civil, moral, intelligent, industrious, and dedicated to the elimination of 
racial prejudice.

As a critic of the white Rutgers Man, Edward H. Lawson remained ded-
icated to the institution. He served as secretary-treasurer for the Washing-
ton, DC, chapter of the Rutgers Alumni Association and attended the fortieth 
reunion of the Rutgers class of 1908. Additionally, Lawson entrusted Rutgers 
with his eldest son, Edward Lawson Jr. (class of 1933), enrolling him during 
the lean years of the Great Depression. Of significance is the fact that Lawson 
Sr.’s insistence on claiming the status of a Rutgers Man was passed down 
from father to son. In a 1932 questionnaire, the younger Edward claimed that 
his father had “graduated [in] 1908.”58

Paul Robeson (Class of 1919)

More than any other black Rutgers graduate, Paul Leroy Robeson exempli-
fied the ideal Rutgers Man and Race Man. Still, while his life accomplish-
ments were extraordinary, Robeson had much in common with other early 
black graduates. Like most of the black men who attended Rutgers in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, he came from a privileged back-
ground. Born in Princeton, New Jersey, in 1898, Robeson came from a family 
that was educated. His father had escaped from slavery and managed to put 
himself through school at Lincoln University, where he received a theology 
degree. Paul Robeson’s mother was a teacher and came from an old, distin-
guished Philadelphia family. His older siblings became physicians, teachers, 
and ministers.59 Even though Robeson came from an educated family, his 
father’s meager minister’s salary forced the family to struggle financially. In 
fact, Paul Robeson was only able to attend Rutgers because he won a four-year 
scholarship by taking a statewide written exam in 1915.60

Robeson’s success at Rutgers was foreshadowed by his high school years. 
The family moved from Princeton to Somerville, New Jersey, in 1910. He 
entered Somerville High in 1912 where he excelled academically and was an 
honors student. Under the influence of his minister father, Paul Robeson 
developed a passion for oratory at a young age. He participated in several ora-
tion contests prior to attending Rutgers, debating topics including women’s 
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suffrage.61 In fact, as a senior at Somerville High, Robeson participated in a 
debating match held at Kirkpatrick Chapel.62 His success in sports as a youth 
also foretold the illustrious athletic career he would have at Rutgers. In 1914 
he took third place in the hundred-yard dash in the Somerville County track 
meet.63 A local newspaper reported that Robeson was “one of the most feared 
men in scholastic athletics” during his senior year at Somerville High, where 
he played fullback on the football team, center on the basketball team, and 
was the catcher for the baseball team.64 Soon, he would be the first African 
American to play for the Rutgers football team (see Figure 3.4).

But Robeson was not immediately welcomed at Rutgers. During the first 
weeks of practice his own teammates acted out their racial hostility and 
deliberately injured him, leaving him with a broken nose, sprained shoulder, 
and cuts and bruises.65 Over time the initial racist reactions to his presence 
on the team faded and his teammates came to admire him because of his 
athleticism.66 During his time at Rutgers, Robeson was touted as a “hero” and 
a “star” because of his contributions to Rutgers victories in football, track, 
basketball, and baseball.67 The campus newspaper, the Targum, printed arti-
cles that endearingly referred to Robeson as “our own ‘Roby’” and the “great-
est player of all time.”68

But Robeson was also reminded that he was not like other Rutgers Men. 
Some sports teams from other schools, including William and Mary and 
Georgia Tech, refused to compete against Rutgers because they had a black 
player on the team. Once, a white opponent on a West Virginia team threat-
ened Robeson: “Don’t so much as touch me, you black dog, or I’ll cut your 
heart out.” Spectators in the stands shouted “nigger” at Robeson.69 Insult was 
added to injury when the Rutgers administration agreed to bench Robeson 
when they played against Washington and Lee University. This 1916 football 
game coincided with a celebration of Rutgers 150th anniversary and Rutgers 
did not want to cancel the game.70

When James Dickson Carr, now well established as a New York attorney 
and Race Man, learned of the Washington and Lee incident, he was outraged. 
Carr wrote a letter to William H. Demarest. At the time Demarest was the 
president of Rutgers College; previously he had been Carr’s teacher at the 
Rutgers College Grammar School before he entered Rutgers College in 1888.71 
In the letter Carr wrote:

You may imagine my deep chagrin and bitterness at the thought that 
my Alma Mater, ever proud of her glorious traditions, her unsullied 
honor, her high ideals, and her spiritual mission, prostituted her 
sacred principles, when brazenly challenged, and laid her convictions 
upon the alter of compromise. Is it possible that the honor of Rutgers 
is virile only when untested and unchallenged?72



FIGURE 3.4 Paul Robeson was the first African Amer-
ican to play for the Rutgers football team.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.
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Carr posited that Rutgers was as much at fault as Washington and Lee, since 
it denied one of its students “equality of opportunity and privilege” solely on 
account of his color. He also implored Demarest to “disavow the actions of the 
athletic manager” who had dishonored the principles and traditions of Rutgers 
by keeping Robeson from playing in the football game.

In his admonition, James Dickson Carr drew upon the Rutgers Man ideal. 
He stated, “I am deeply moved at the injustice done to a student of Rutgers, 
in good and regular standing, of good moral character and splendid mental 
equipment—one of the best athletes ever developed at Rutgers.”73 In invok-
ing the Rutgers Man ideal, Carr, like Edward Lawson had done eight years 
previously, was making a space for black men in the archetype. Indeed, as a 
Race Man himself, Carr knew all too well that white men had no lock on high 
morals and ideals and that Race Men embodied the same high character as 
Rutgers Men.

And Carr’s activism on behalf of Robeson demonstrated just how well 
he embodied the two. In his letter to Demarest, Carr attempted to help the 
college’s president understand that depriving Robeson of a chance to play 
meant depriving his race of a chance to be honored. Specifically, Carr stated 
that Paul Robeson “was robbed of the honor and glory of contending in an 
athletic contest for his college . . . not only he, individually, but his race as 
well, was deprived of the opportunity of showing its athletic ability, and, 
perhaps, its athletic superiority. His achievements on that day may have 
been handed down as traditions not only to honor his Alma Mater, but, also, 
to honor himself, individually, and his race, collectively.”74 Carr described 
Robeson as a “representative man.” As a lawyer, Carr would have been famil-
iar with the potent arguments that could be made to challenge racial hier-
archy through the use of representative men and women who had obtained 
educational and professional success in America’s racial caste system.75 In 
fact, Carr himself was a “representative man” whose achievements refuted 
the claim that blacks could not handle the rights of citizenship. Demarest’s 
reply to Carr sidestepped the issues Carr enumerated. Claiming that he did 
not particularly remember the incident, Demarest asserted that “Mr. Robe-
son has received in a very constant and prevailing way the highest regard 
from everyone in all relations as he deserved,” an assumption the historical 
record proves false.76

In fact, Robeson continued to experience indignities on and off the field 
throughout his time at Rutgers. As a member of the Rutgers Glee Club Robe-
son was not allowed be a “traveling” member and could only participate in 
home concerts. At these concerts he was not allowed to attend the postconcert 
social functions. Similarly, Robeson was only partially accepted into the Philo-
clean Literary Society, unable to participate in all of the club’s activities.77 In 
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1916 Robeson won first prize in the Freshman Oratorical Contest at Rutgers. 
From the 180 freshmen the best 18 were selected to compete for the Barbour 
Prize in Public Speaking. Robeson’s hometown newspaper printed a story 
about the contest under the headline “Elmer French Takes Prize at Rutgers.” 
French was also from the area and had won second prize in the contest. The 
article talked primarily about Elmer French, with a brief mention of Robeson 
at the end, even though Robeson had won first place. Surely Robeson must 
have felt insulted. The newspaper’s choice in printing this article gave a loud 
and clear message—that a white man was always considered superior, even if 
his abilities were not.78

But Robeson never believed he was inferior and continued to excel aca-
demically. He won oratorical contests throughout his time at Rutgers and was 
one of only four students inducted into Phi Beta Kappa when he graduated in 
1919.79 His success was no doubt made possible by support from other Afri-
can Americans during his time at Rutgers. Robert Davenport, another black 
student, enrolled at Rutgers after Robeson’s first year on campus. Davenport 
would become Robeson’s good friend and roommate, making the experience 
of being a black man at Rutgers more enjoyable.80 It is also likely that James 
Dickson Carr served as a mentor to Robeson and could have provided insight 
on navigating the racialized atmosphere at Rutgers. Robeson and Carr’s rela-
tionship appears to have been fairly intimate; when James Dickson Carr 
died in 1920, just a year after Paul Robeson graduated from Rutgers, Robeson 
served as a pallbearer at Carr’s funeral in Harlem.81 Perhaps it was from Carr 
that Paul Robeson got the idea to pursue a law degree from Columbia Univer-
sity after he graduated from Rutgers (Carr had received his law degree from 
Columbia in 1896).82

It seems that some at the school recognized that Paul Robeson exempli-
fied the Rutgers Man, even if he was subjected to second-class treatment (see 
Figure 3.5). When he graduated, the campus newspaper lamented, “With the 
departure of the Class of 1919 the Rutgers undergraduate body loses a man who 
has been for four years an active factor in its life. While on campus, Paul Robe-
son made a name and a record equaled by none, and now as he fares forth into 
the world we wish him the same success.” The newspaper article praised his 
athletic career, but also his intellectual accomplishments: “Sad to say, most 
athletes are not students, but Robey starred in both. Each year an honor man, 
he was elected to the Phi Beta Kappa Society at the end of his third. A speaker 
of deep thought and marvelous ability in presentation, he won the class ora-
torical prize four years in succession and was on the varsity debating team.” 
Finally, the article praised Robeson’s honorable character when they wrote, 
“One may combine physical and mental ability and still lack the most import-
ant element in ones character, moral stamina. If such be the rule, Robeson is 
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again the exception proving it.”83 From this description, we can see that Robe-
son had a reputation for embodying the ideals of the Rutgers Man.

The racist incidents Paul Robeson experienced at Rutgers no doubt affected 
him, and likely shaped the race work he would later become known for. While 
still at Rutgers, Robeson developed a reputation as a budding Race Man. The 
Rutgers 1919 graduating class prophesy expected that in the year 1940, “Paul 
Robeson is Governor of New Jersey. He has dimmed the fame of Booker T. 
Washington and is the leader of the colored race in America.”84 Robeson would 
not become New Jersey’s governor, but he would go on to be a race leader.

After leaving Rutgers, Robeson moved to Harlem and pursued a law degree 
at Columbia University. Living in Harlem at the time of the New Negro move-
ment had a profound impact on Robeson.85 During this era black Americans 
became more assertive and militant in seeking equality and civil rights. The 
Harlem Renaissance saw an explosion of black artistic and cultural creativity, 
and much of the art and literature produced had racial and political themes. 
In 1920 Robeson was involved with the Amateur Players, a group of African 
Americans who banded together to produce plays “of their race.” Robeson 

FIGURE 3.5 Paul Robeson was inducted into the Rutgers Cap and Skull Society, 
which each year, since 1900, has recognized a few select students for achievements 
in the arts, academics, and athletics.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.
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starred in Simon the Cyrenian, a drama about the black man who carried Jesus’s 
cross, at the Harlem YMCA. Many more theatrical roles followed. He played in 
Taboo, a play about Voodoo, and was a member of the black quartet perform-
ing Shuffle Along. Since acting and singing had greater payoffs than working as 
a lawyer, where discrimination was rife, Robeson decided to pursue a career 
in theater.86 Over the next decade, Paul Robeson’s popularity skyrocketed, and 
he starred in plays including The Emperor Jones, All God’s Chillun Got Wings, and 
Show Boat.87 Ultimately, Paul Robeson became an internationally celebrated 
singer and actor.

Robeson used his celebrity platform to push audiences, black and white, 
to respect and recognize the refinement and lineage of black culture. In 1934 
he wrote a piece in the Spectator entitled “The Culture of the Negro.” Here he 
condemned those who downplayed the sophistication of black culture, partic-
ularly black spirituals. Robeson wrote, “When I first suggested singing negro 
spirituals for English audiences, a few years ago, I was laughed at. How could 
these utterly simple, indeed, almost savage songs interest the most sophisti-
cated audience in the world? I was asked.” But Robeson countered this kind 
of thinking: “These songs are to negro culture what the works of the great 
poets are to English culture: they are the soul of the race made manifest.” In 
asserting that black culture was just as sophisticated as Western white cul-
ture, Robeson aimed to educate blacks about the cultural history of Africa and 
the diaspora, so that they could be proud of their culture and thrive in their 
creative abilities.88

An international celebrity, Robeson’s travels not only exposed him to the 
racial discrimination and denial of human rights present in Africa, the Carib-
bean, and Asia, but also spawned his political activism which in turn made 
him a controversial figure.89 In particular, he came under fire for his views on 
the Soviet Union and the way it handled the “minority question.” Robeson had 
performed in Moscow in the 1930s and received a gracious welcome. There 
he met several black Americans living in the U.S.S.R. who had been drawn to 
the revolutionary ideas of the Soviet experiment and were enthusiastic about 
the prospects of socialism for racial equality. While Robeson did not join the 
Communist Party when he returned home to the states, he became known as 
a “fellow traveler.”90 In this he was like many other blacks who embraced com-
munism because of its promise of racial equality and working-class empower-
ment. Working-class empowerment was a vital issue since the vast majority of 
African Americans at this time were working-class people.91 Even if they did 
not join the Communist Party black Americans often respected the Commu-
nist Party’s stance on racial equality and willingness to defend black clients 
in legal cases.92

However, following World War II, when tensions increased between the 
United States and the Soviet Union, developing into a “Cold War,” Robeson 
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and many other “sympathizers” were condemned as “subversives” because of 
their views on economic and racial justice. During what became known as the 
McCarthy Era, Robeson, and countless others, were accused of being commu-
nists, socialists, Marxists, and anarchists.93 He was blacklisted and prevented 
from performing. He lost his passport in 1950.94 People he had formally con-
sidered friends ostracized him and without the ability to travel abroad to per-
form, Robeson suffered financially.95 He did not, however, retreat from being 
a Race Man. He argued that the revocation of his passport was directly linked 
to his race work. He claimed that the state department denied his right to 
travel because he was a spokesperson for African Americans’ civil rights and 
had for years been active on behalf of independence for colonized people in 
Africa. Writing in 1958, Robeson defended himself: “Yes, I have been active for 
African freedom for many years and I will never cease that activity no matter 
what the state department or anybody else thinks about it. This is my right—as 
a Negro, as an American, as a man!”96 In addition to condemning the hysteria 
of McCarthyism, Robeson also later refused to sign an affidavit stating that he 
was not a Communist.

In 1956 Paul Robeson was subpoenaed to testify before the House Un-
American Activities Committee (HUAC), a committee that persecuted sus-
pected subversives during the Red Scare. In this session Robeson defended the 
American citizen’s rights to political freedom. He argued that the U.S. govern-
ment asking individuals to sign a non-Communist affidavit was “a complete 
contradiction of the rights of American citizens.” Robeson refused to answer 
questions concerning his political activities. When asked if he was a member 
of the Communist Party, Robeson replied: “What do you mean by the Commu-
nist Party? As far as I know it is a legal party like the Republican Party and the 
Democratic Party. Do you mean a party of people who have sacrificed for my 
people, and for all Americans and workers, that they can live in dignity? Do 
you mean that party?” When asked again if he was a member of the Commu-
nist Party Robeson replied sarcastically, “Would you like to come to the ballot 
box when I vote and take out the ballot and see?”97

Robeson called out the prejudice of the HUAC members interviewing him: 
“I am not being tried for whether I am a Communist, I am being tried for 
fighting for the rights of my people, who are still second-class citizens in this 
United States of America. . . . I stand here struggling for the rights of my people 
to be full citizens in this country. .  .  . You want to shut up every Negro who 
has the courage to stand up and fight for the rights of his people, for the rights 
of workers. . . . And that is why I am here today.”98 In his testimony, Robeson 
also refused to repudiate the Soviet cause and endorse anticommunism: “In 
Russia I felt for the first time like a full human being. No color prejudice like 
in Mississippi, no color prejudice like in Washington. It was the first time I 
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felt like a human being. Where I did not feel the pressure of color as I feel [it] 
in this Committee today.” When asked why he did not stay in Russia, Robeson 
shot back: “Because my father was a slave, and my people died to build this 
country, and I am going to stay here, and have a part of it just like you. And no 
Fascist-minded people will drive me from it.”99

Throughout the interrogation Robeson truly displayed the characteristics 
of a Rutgers Race Man. He was confident and witty; his intelligent answers 
ensured his success in evading the coercive tactics of the committee mem-
bers. Above all, Robeson displayed honor, standing firm in his conviction that 
one should not cave to injustice, simply because they were under pressure. 
He resisted political repression and stood up for democratic ideas that were 
supposedly at the core of American values—for citizens to have the right to 
choose who would represent them in politics. Throughout the Red Scare Paul 
Robeson remained steadfast to justice, equality, and freedom, even though it 
cost him his career, the ability to move about freely, and many friends and 
supporters. Whether in his role as scholar and an intellectual, as an all-star 
athlete, a charismatic artist, or as a warrior for justice, Paul Robeson was the 
ultimate Rutgers Race Man.

John H. Morrow (Class of 1931)

John H. Morrow had a long and distinctive career at Rutgers. Not only did he 
graduate as an honor student in 1931, he returned to the university as a faculty 
member after a career as a teacher and an ambassador. His French language 
training at Rutgers prepared him for his position as America’s first ambassa-
dor to Guinea.100 Yet Morrow thought Rutgers could have been more support-
ive. When he returned to Rutgers as a faculty member in 1964, he worked to 
create a more diverse student body and make the campus more welcoming to 
black students.

John Howard Morrow was born in 1910 in Hackensack, New Jersey, to a 
prominent family. His father, John Eugene Morrow, was a minister, and all 
his siblings set out to be leaders. Morrow’s sister, Mellie K., was the first black 
schoolteacher in Hackensack; one brother, E. Frederick, attended Bowdoin Col-
lege, was a varsity debater there, and would go on to become the first African 
American to hold an executive position at the White House; another brother, 
Eugene, also worked in government service.101

John H. Morrow was awarded a state-sponsored scholarship to attend Rut-
gers based on his scores on a competitive two-day examination. He intended 
to major in math but after hearing a lecture delivered in French, he decided he 
would like to become fluent in another language and soon switched his major 
to languages.102 His decision seemed somewhat impractical at the time. In a 
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period when black college graduates struggled to make a living that made use 
of their knowledge and skills, it seemed unlikely that Morrow would find work 
where his language skills would be of use.103 Still, Morrow stuck with his dream 
to master foreign languages.

And he excelled scholastically. He was appointed to the honor school after 
the first term, and for the first three years held average marks above 94 per-
cent. As a senior at Rutgers Morrow was elected to Phi Beta Kappa and was 
referred to as the “second edition of Paul Robeson”—for both his athletic and 
scholarly prowess. When he graduated in 1931, he could speak and write Latin 
and French fluently.104

Yet this “second edition” Robeson was similarly discriminated against. 
For example, one of Morrow’s sociology professors asked him, “What can a 
black person ever do with a language like French?”105 Like Robeson he was 
insulted by visiting athletic teams. He wanted to leave Rutgers when he was 
excluded from a wrestling match against Franklin and Marshall because his 
opponent would not wrestle a black person. His parents convinced him to 
stay by reminding him that his education was more important than sports, 
and that it was something no one could take from him.106 He endured yet 
another indignity when New Brunswick High School refused to let him teach 
French to fulfill his practice teaching graduation requirement. Even though 
a professor attested to his excellence in languages, Morrow was forced to 
fulfill the requirement by teaching math at Middlesex County Vocational 
School. Both Morrow and his professor thought the rejection was motivated 
by racism.107

Discrimination followed Morrow into his postgraduate life. After finish-
ing his bachelor’s in 1931, he taught for several years before attending grad-
uate school at the University of Pennsylvania, receiving a master’s degree in 
1942. He wanted to teach at the college level, and while teaching at a histori-
cally black college or university (HBCU) made sense, Morrow was reluctant to 
go South where most HBCUs were. Having been reared and educated in the 
North, the racial segregation of the South and the ritualized southern social 
order that called for black submission, gave him pause. Nevertheless, he could 
find no northern institution that would hire him as a college professor, includ-
ing his alma mater, Rutgers. Since Morrow’s wife thought moving to the South 
was in the best interest of his career, he began a ten-year journey of teaching 
at several HBCUs, including Clark College and North Carolina Central Univer-
sity. Along the way, Morrow continued his graduate studies, earning a PhD 
from the University of Pennsylvania in 1947.108

Despite his somewhat fraught relationship to Rutgers, John Morrow 
acknowledged that the language skills he gained at Rutgers laid the ground-
work for a monumental change in his career. In 1959 he was chosen to be 
the U.S. ambassador to Guinea, a newly formed French-speaking nation in 
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Africa.109 Morrow’s language skills and research on French colonialism made 
him eminently qualified for the position. But it was also an appointment of 
political expediency. America was under pressure to demonstrate anticolo-
nialism and racial egalitarianism and it was a good move to appoint an Afri-
can American to a newly emerged African state.110 Morrow served for only two 
years but his high-level appointment in foreign affairs was a source of pride for 
the African American community and for Rutgers University. It solidified his 
credentials as a Rutgers Race Man.

And as a Rutgers Race Man, Morrow fought to open Rutgers to African 
Americans. Upon returning to the United States, he worked for the State 
Department before accepting a faculty position at Rutgers in 1964. Although 
pleased at his appointment, he did not hold back his anger over the university’s 
failure to give him a faculty appointment prior to his role as an ambassador:

I wasn’t good enough when I had the Ph.D.: the honor record didn’t 
seem to matter: being a graduate influenced no one whatsoever, but 
I got called by President Eisenhower to go way across the world in 
another sphere, in another kind of work, had nothing to do with being 
a departmental chair of a foreign language department, and suddenly I 
am rediscovered by my alma mater.111

Moreover, Morrow compared his experience to that of a white male professor 
who had graduated from Rutgers around the same time as he did and who 
enjoyed a place at the university as a respected professor although he had not 
received a doctoral degree.112 While not explicitly calling out the university 
for race-based prejudice, his comments point toward the larger structural 
racism that kept many accomplished African American academics from find-
ing professorial jobs at predominantly white institutions prior to the student 
protests of the 1960s.113 Still, in accepting the position Morrow seemed to 
feel some atonement in finally being able to become a faculty member at his 
alma mater.114

As a new faculty member Morrow pushed for more black representation 
on campus. He was disappointed to find that the racial climate on campus 
had changed little in the thirty years since he was a student and he voiced 
his dismay at seeing so few black faces on campus to administrators during 
his job interview. He was especially upset that there had been no black grad-
uates from the university in the class of 1963. As professor of romance lan-
guages and chairman of the Department of Foreign Languages, and especially 
as chair of the Faculty Senate, Morrow fought for African American inclusion 
until he retired in 1978. He used this latter position to help make the campus 
more welcoming to black students.115 His advocacy for more black students 
and professors helped Rutgers become more representative of the population 
of New Jersey.116
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Throughout his academic career John H. Morrow worked for racial im-
provement, and in 1989 Rutgers University honored him by naming Morrow 
Hall on Busch Campus after him. As a pathbreaker in both his student and 
professorial careers at Rutgers, Morrow’s connection to the university oper-
ated as a persistent challenge to institutional racism. He was a true Rutgers 
Race Man.

Edward Lawson Jr. (Class of 1933)

Edward Lawson Jr. was the son of Edward Lawson Sr., who attended Rutgers 
College but was asked to leave the institution in 1907 before graduating. Law-
son Jr.’s graduation in 1933 in some ways was amends for the injustice experi-
enced by his father. However, having graduated during the Great Depression, 
Lawson Jr. struggled to find work where he could make use of his education. 
Lawson first worked as a freelance writer, and then as an editorial assistant to 
Parents Magazine, which eventually stopped publication for financial reasons. 
The creation of the New Deal, a diverse array of federal programs enacted by 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt in response to the Great Depression, enabled 
Lawson Jr. to transition to the public sector. His appointment as special assis-
tant in the Information Services of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) 
marked the beginning of a long career as a civil servant.117

The WPA was one of the largest New Deal programs. It sought to pro-
vide economic relief by employing as many people as possible, and it gener-
ated a diverse array of employment opportunities. WPA workers constructed 
buildings, collected oral histories, and administered after-school programs. 
However, the diversity of programs did not ensure equal treatment for those 
looking for work. Despite federal orders not to discriminate against African 
Americans, local WPA supervisors, especially in the South, often excluded 
black Americans from receiving their equal share of WPA benefits.118 Never-
theless, the WPA did provide much-needed relief for African Americans, and 
its programs were part of a larger political New Deal agenda.

As an Information Service worker Edward Lawson Jr. did not just write 
about the WPA. He was a Race Man, and as such his articles pointedly showed 
African Americans how they could use the agency’s benefits. In these articles, 
Lawson also revealed his racial consciousness and showed a clear desire to be 
an agent of African American uplift. For example, in an article he wrote for 
the Crisis, the official magazine of the NAACP, he focused on the WPA’s Hot 
School Lunch Program, which provided 300,000 black schoolchildren with 
lunch. He emphasized the jobs provided by such programs, stating that thou-
sands of black women were provided with jobs as cooks and dietitians for the 
programs.119 In a fall 1937 article for Opportunity (where he would later serve 
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as managing editor) Lawson described the progress being made by WPA rec-
reation activities for black children. Highlighting the educational after-school 
care that kept African American children from participating in nefarious 
activities after school, Lawson also pointed out that these programs provided 
jobs to college-educated African Americans. Lawson noted that hundreds 
of unemployed educated “colored persons” had found jobs working as play-
ground and recreation directors for WPA-sponsored youth programs.120 These 
kinds of writings marked Lawson as a Race Man.

Fittingly, Lawson became a member of the Federal Council of Negro 
Affairs, known colloquially as the Black Cabinet. This was a group of high-
ranking African American officeholders and race advisors to President Frank-
lin Delano Roosevelt. The council was unique in that it marked the first time 
that the federal government officially recognized African Americans as an 
interest group and that racism and discrimination might demand federal 
intervention. All members of the Black Cabinet were considered part of the 
talented tenth.121

As World War II approached, Lawson shifted from working for the WPA to 
the President’s Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC). This committee 
was created by Executive Order 8802, which prohibited racial discrimination 
in the national defense industry. The executive order and the creation of the 
FEPC were concessions granted by President Roosevelt after he was threat-
ened with a mass demonstration during World War II by A. Philip Randolph, 
an African American socialist and labor activist.122 In his role as the regional 
director for New York and New England, Lawson again played a formative role 
in challenging racial discrimination. He was tasked with visiting plants and 
factories making goods for the war and ensuring that they hired blacks and 
provided them with equal opportunities in the workplace.

A Race Man through and through, after the war Lawson began working 
for the newly formed United Nations Division of Human Rights. He believed 
that he was chosen because of the skill he had shown recruiting African 
Americans for jobs, not because he knew a lot about the emerging field of 
human rights.123 Still, he undertook the work of fighting for people across 
the globe for over fifty years and as his career with the UN came to a close in 
the 1990s, he again put his writing skills to good use with the production of 
his Encyclopedia of Human Rights, a book based on his UN work and on study 
sessions he held across the globe.124 In the opening to the book, Lawson wrote 
that the challenge of the decade was to realize “the full enjoyment by every 
living individual of his human rights and fundamental freedoms, guaranteed 
by a political order motivated by the conscience of the world.”125 The chal-
lenge Lawson extended in the 1990s was the same challenge he extended to 
himself throughout his career. This Rutgers Race Man had worked tirelessly 
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to ensure that all people, including African Americans, could live in a world 
where they were free.

James C. Hoggard (Class of 1939)

James Clinton Hoggard graduated from Rutgers College in 1939, two decades 
after Paul Robeson. The two men’s families were closely connected through 
their fathers, who were both A.M.E. pastors. Hoggard noted, “Father and 
Paul Robeson’s father were members of the same Annual Conference of our 
church. When Revered Robeson died, my father gave the eulogy at his ser-
vices.”126 Hoggard came from an exceptional family; both of his parents, Jer-
emiah and Symera Hoggard, graduated from college and the Hoggards were 
descendants of an African American man who fought for freedom during 
the Civil War. James was taught to read and write in German and French 
and was a talented organ player trained in German-style music.127 In his late 
teenage years Hoggard and his family lived in an upper-middle-class, pre-
dominantly white neighborhood in Hackensack, New Jersey. He attended 
Hackensack High School where the demographics were like his neighbor-
hood. He excelled in his studies and participated in the glee club, the band, 
the literary society, and served as an officer for the student council.128 Hog-
gard’s background made him a prime candidate to be transformed into a 
Rutgers Race Man.

Initially, Rutgers did not make it onto James Clinton Hoggard Jr.’s list of 
prospective colleges. Serendipity and a suggestion from a mentor led him to 
Rutgers in 1935. Hoggard wished to either attend Howard University or Lin-
coln University (both HBCUs), when a mentor suggested he attend Rutgers. 
Apprehensive, Hoggard believed it would be too expensive. He might have 
also wondered whether he would be welcomed at Rutgers. Nevertheless, he 
sent in an application, and upon his high school graduation, his father, an 
A.M.E. Zion bishop, moved their family to Somerville, New Jersey, to preach. 
This enabled Hoggard to stay home and commute to campus daily during his 
first year. Hoggard stated that while racial restrictions no longer existed for 
lodging, he lived at home “not only because [dormitories were] expensive, but 
also because racism was present.”129 The commute soon hindered Hoggard’s 
studies and he and his family made the decision for him to move onto cam-
pus. Instead of living in Winants Hall, which he called the “inclusive dorm” 
because “all of the Jewish and minority students were in it,” he chose to live 
in Hertzog Hall which belonged to the New Brunswick Theological Seminary 
(NBTS). There he found “fellowship with other students who contemplated a 
theological career.”130

Hoggard experienced a more racially accepting Rutgers than did his 
family friend, Paul Robeson. Dormitories were no longer segregated in 1935 
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and segregation in extracurricular clubs had also waned. According to Hog-
gard, he was the first black student accepted into the college choir, a group 
Robeson, a noted singer, could not join.131 Hoggard also held membership 
in the Rutgers Christian Association (RCA). Despite acceptance into these 
groups, Hoggard still faced discrimination but found respite in like-minded 
friends. One friend was a student, Alan Raffensperger, a white Christian. 
Hoggard and Raffensperger were comanagers of the choir and members of 
the RCA together. Hoggard explained that they shared very personal expe-
riences about family, school, our society, and subtle racist practices. They 
remained close friends into their old age. Ties to a few fellow Rutgers Men 
after graduation helped Hoggard maintain a long relationship with, and 
affection for, Rutgers.

Hoggard’s postgraduate application to Union Theological Seminary (UTS) 
tells us a lot about his Rutgers years. Most notable is the fact that Hoggard did 
not apply to NBTS. Although he credited his time at the NBTS dormitories as 
an experience fundamental to his religious career, Hoggard nevertheless felt 
that “the Reformed Church was a bit isolated and didn’t know much about 
Black people.”132 That Islay Walden, the first African American to graduate 
from the seminary, had similar feelings nearly fifty years earlier speaks to the 
persistent difficulty black men had in being accepted as Rutgers Men.133 The 
recommendation letter written by the dean of men at Rutgers, Fraser Metzger, 
to UTS is equally telling about inequalities at Rutgers. First, Metzger made 
sure to alert UTS that Hoggard was black. “He is colored, as you doubtless 
know,” he wrote. He then went on to extol Hoggard’s virtues: “He is a clean-
cut fine type of boy; altruistic in the extreme.” “Clean-cut” and “altruistic” 
were clearly qualities that met Rutgers Man standards, but the use of the 
word boy to describe a twenty-two-year-old man reveals the work black men 
had to do to be accepted as men, let alone Rutgers Men. There is, however, no 
doubt that Metzger felt Hoggard fit to be a Race Man, as demonstrated by a 
comment—“I believe that [Hoggard] would do excellent work among his own 
people if he succeeds in making himself eligible for a call to a church of his 
own race.”134 But it also suggests that Metzger felt comfortable circumscrib-
ing Hoggard’s opportunities and restricting them to work among his own 
people. Given his background, this was probably Hoggard’s ambition anyhow. 
But Metzger’s letter unveils the racism at Rutgers’s core, how it was spread 
through letters like Metzger’s, how hard it was for black men to be happy at 
Rutgers, and just how much harder they had to work to be successful.

Hoggard was a success, and he managed to stay in touch with Rutgers 
professors he thought well of. After receiving his theology degree, in 1952 he 
was elected secretary-treasurer of foreign missions of one of the oldest black 
church denominations in America, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 
church. The church had an extensive international network and sent many 
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missionaries to South America, the Caribbean, and Africa. There they built 
schools and churches to spread the gospel. In a 1953 letter to Rutgers political 
science professor Edward Burns, Hoggard expressed interest in visiting the 
“Gold Coast and Nigerian and Liberian territories” in hopes of learning “more 
intimately about the revolutionary changes which are occurring in the colo-
nial territories of British West Africa and South Africa.”135 Burns, who taught 
Hoggard in his Contemporary Civilizations class, wrote back to Hoggard and 
expressed his “envy” at the possibility of Hoggard visiting Africa during the 
revolutionary changes that were occurring there at the time.136

Indeed, it was a propitious time for an African American to work in Africa. 
During the 1950s through the 1970s, the world witnessed countries in Africa 
gaining their independence from European colonizers. African Americans 
widely supported and advocated decolonization, for many linked their strug-
gle for freedom in the United States to the liberation of Africa from Europe. 
During his first term as secretary-treasurer of the A.M.E. Zion Church’s depart-
ment of foreign missions, Hoggard was sent to Liberia and Nigeria.137 Although 
Hoggard, like his close friend and Council for African Affairs leader Paul Robe-
son, no doubt felt that African Americans and Africans were involved in a 
parallel struggle against white oppression, Hoggard remained relatively apo-
litical, certainly not as vocal as Robeson. Still, when Robeson passed away in 
1976, Hoggard delivered the eulogy. He served as secretary-treasurer for twenty 
years and became a bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in 
1972. For all of Dean Metzger’s condescension, his prediction that James Clin-
ton Hoggard would “do excellent work among his own people” proved true. 
Hoggard died a Rutgers Race Man in 2002. He was 85 years old.

Harry Hazelwood Jr. (Class of 1943)

Like all the Rutgers Race Men surveyed in this chapter Newark native Harry 
Hazelwood proved an exceptional student and leader. Also, like all those sur-
veyed here, Hazelwood had to do more than demonstrate academic and extra-
curricular excellence to be accepted as a Rutgers Man. For them, becoming a 
Rutgers Man meant getting along with and pleasing their white contemporar-
ies no matter how insensitive these more privileged men were toward blacks. 
Hazelwood did this well and went on to be a Rutgers Race Man par excellence.

Though not much is known about the racial climate that Hazelwood 
endured, there are some clues. To avoid racial insults Black students often 
lived off campus, at least for part of their Rutgers years. Hazelwood was no 
exception. From his hometown, Newark, he commuted to Rutgers before mov-
ing to New Brunswick to attend the college. Fraser Metzger, the dean of men 
who backhandedly complimented James Hoggard, also gives us insight into 
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Hazelwood’s college days. He clearly thought Hazelwood’s academics were 
superlative because in his letter of recommendation to Cornell University Law 
School he wrote that “even though he is colored I gave him an appointment as 
one of the preceptors, which is a highly selected group from our student body.” 
Demonstrating that it was not enough for black men to be academically gifted 
Metzger went on to say that Hazelwood “had to deal with white students, who 
responded to his leadership without fail.”138 Indeed, Metzger felt Hazelwood 
exceptional because as a “young man . . . of the Negro race” he “established for 
himself an unusual place [at Rutgers]” where “he mingled freely with all our 
students.”139 This kind of “compliment” speaks to the extra hurdle that con-
fronted black men who wanted to be accepted as Rutgers Men: white men had 
to demonstrate that they could lead men; black men had to prove they could 
lead white men. Given that most whites presumed themselves inherently supe-
rior to blacks, that they had rejected African American insistence on equality, 
and that white men had the cultural authority to arbitrarily accept or reject 
black leadership at will, this was a high hurdle indeed. That Metzger felt com-
fortable sending this letter of recommendation to Cornell, and probably to 
other law schools that Hazelwood applied to, speaks to the widespread accep-
tance of this “qualification.” It also suggests that racial activists, those willing 
to persistently agitate for change, were unwelcome at Rutgers and universities 
across the nation. Black men who wanted to succeed had to know how to get 
along with, even placate whites.

Hazelwood’s skill at this served him well. During his time at Cornell Law 
School he served as the president of the Cornell Law School Students Associa-
tion, worked part time as an assistant librarian in the Cornell Law Library, and 
coauthored a publication in the Cornell Law Review with law professor George J. 
Thomas.140 He was the first African American to graduate from Cornell Law 
School in 1945.141

Hazelwood’s strong work ethic, intelligence, and charismatic demeanor 
led many to hold him in high regard; his ability to hold the respect of others, 
especially across racial lines, allowed him to access arenas not traditionally 
occupied by African Americans during this period. Upon completion of his 
law degree at Cornell Law School Hazelwood returned to Newark, New Jersey. 
He served as a law clerk for the Honorable Edward Gaulkin and after passing 
the New Jersey Bar in 1948 he subsequently opened his own law practice.142 
(Hazelwood’s professional acceptance and success was not shared by all, as 
during this time the American Bar Association had refused to accept seven 
black New Jersey lawyers.) In 1949 he was among the lawyers who petitioned to 
have race removed from the American Bar Association application. Hazelwood 
was not only concerned about his own success but he stood up for the rights of 
other African American lawyers.143
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Hazelwood’s lifelong fight for racial equality proved not only that he was a 
Rutgers Man but a Race Man as well. With the endorsement of Newark mayor 
Leo P. Carlin and the Newark Citizen Committee on Municipal Government, 
he ran for councilman-at-large in 1954.144 Although he did not win the election, 
he persisted in his community efforts. Just two years later he was hired as the 
first African American to serve on the legal staff of Essex County prosecutor 
Charles V. Webb as assistant prosecutor of Essex County.145 Then in 1958, he 
was asked again by the Newark Citizens Committee on Municipal Government 
to run for public office, which Hazelwood humbly declined given his other 
responsibilities.146

During this same year, Hazelwood made national news in Jet magazine 
when he was appointed by Newark mayor Leo P. Carlin as the first African 
American judge in Newark’s history. In July of 1962, the importance of his 
appointment to the African American community made national news as he 
was featured in Ebony Magazine.147 This was of tremendous importance not 
only to the local African American community but the country at large. The 
1960s were a turbulent time as African Americans like Judge Hazelwood chal-
lenged racial segregation and oppression. At the time, it was estimated that 
nationally there were somewhere between 5,500 to 8,180 judges, of which only 
68 were African American, meaning that African Americans made up only 1 
percent of the nation’s judges.148

Although Hazelwood’s race work was primarily local, what he did within 
his own community was felt outside of the boundaries of Newark. And 
although he saw himself as “just another magistrate” doing “whatever is nec-
essary for the smooth running of Newark’s Municipal Court” his devotion to 
Newark reached beyond city limits.149 Making national news again Hazelwood 
was featured in Jet magazine where African Americans learned that it was 
predicted in Hazelwood’s high school yearbook that he would one day become 
a judge.150 In 1958 Hazelwood was appointed chief magistrate in Newark.151

Hazelwood was not only good at working across racial lines but he also 
worked for African Americans across religious and cultural lines. As a com-
munity organizer, Hazelwood was one of five, but the only African American 
of the Newark area, to be awarded the Brotherhood Award of the National 
Conference of Christian and Jews for northern New Jersey in 1968.152 Besides 
having natural leadership skills, his ability to work across religious lines was 
nurtured by the community he grew up in—the southern part of the Third 
Ward of Newark, a section with a large Jewish community.153

As a Race Man, Harry Hazelwood was committed to Newark. He served as 
the president of the Newark branch of the NAACP from 1949 to 1952.154 He also 
sat on several boards, including the Morton Street branch of the Newark Boys 
and Girls Club and the University of Medicine and Dentistry Executive Board, 
and also served as the neighborhood commissioner for the Newark-area Boy 
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Scouts of America.155 At the height of his career in the late 1960s Hazelwood 
remained a Newark resident, during and after the city’s racial and economic 
inequalities erupted into the five-day urban rebellion. Returning to the city, 
running for office, and serving as the city’s first African American judge, he 
used his intellect to gain a political position where he could work to help 
the African American community of Newark.156 As a Rutgers Race Man Hazel-
wood used his intellect and polished demeanor to strategically place himself 
in high-level positions where he could fill a void and be a voice for African 
American needs in Newark, New Jersey.

Conclusion

Although Rutgers accepted African Americans earlier than many educa-
tional institutions in the country, the climate on campus still reflected the 
race relations of the larger American society in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. As time passed Rutgers became more tolerant of Afri-
can Americans but tolerance was not a marker of social acceptance. Rutgers 
College had constructed what it meant to be a Rutgers Man: honorable, civil, 
respectable, intelligent, socially adept, confident, competitive, athletic, and 
attractive. But the Rutgers Man ideal also assumed whiteness. The experi-
ences of the black students discussed here demonstrate that Rutgers histori-
cally maintained an investment in upholding racial hierarchies. Intolerance 
and injustice at Rutgers emerge in the stories of most of the college’s early 
black graduates. Interestingly, these same men became racial leaders who 
fought for racial equality in their various careers, careers many of these men 
admitted were made possible by the knowledge and skills they acquired 
during their matriculation at Rutgers.

Decades before the student movements of the 1960s, the black students 
whose faces dotted the Rutgers campus had already begun to challenge the 
spaces and values associated with Rutgers University. James Dickson Carr, 
Edward Lawson Sr., Paul Robeson, John H. Morrow, Edward Lawson Jr., James C. 
Hoggard, and Harry Hazelwood called for racial equality and challenged the 
institution to live up to the ideals it seemed to embrace. As Race Men this was 
their duty but Rutgers University stumbled in answering their call. In both the 
material and epistemological sense, the institution remained the domain of 
the Rutgers Man, who was understood to be white. The earliest black students 
(see Table 3.1) grappled with this reality and despite Rutgers’s institutional 
culture they reconciled their race leadership with the culture of the school. 
It would take decades more of challenges and generations of student activists 
for the institution to come face-to-face with the way whiteness was embedded 
in it. Rutgers’s early black graduates—the Rutgers Race Men—were trailblazers 
who led the way for greater diversity and inclusion in higher education.
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Profiles in Courage

Breaking the Color Line at Douglass College

MIYA CAREY AND PAMELA WALKER

If the fifty-four young white women of the 1918 inaugural class of the New Jer-
sey College of Women had a time machine that transported them to the con-
vocation of their school on its one-hundredth anniversary, they would have 
been transfixed by the changes that had taken place. They probably would 
have been pleased that their small women’s school had been renamed in 1955 
after its founder, Mabel Smith Douglass, but they might have been shocked 
that their numbers had grown to 2,600 undergraduates. Like many subse-
quent alumnae, they might also have expressed dismay that their beloved 
college had, over time, lost its college status and been transformed into a res-
idential learning community of Rutgers University. But more than anything 
else they would probably have been awed, if not stunned, by the diversity 
of the ninety-seventh graduating class. From a small group of white, native-
born, Anglo-Saxon women, who were being educated for narrowly proscribed 
female occupations, Douglass had transformed into a cosmopolitan universe 
of women of different colors, classes, ethnicities, religions, and nationalities, 
whose professional aspirations were unbounded. This chapter looks at some 
of the first steps taken toward the diversity our time travelers would have wit-
nessed on the hundredth anniversary of their school’s founding.

In the Beginning: New Jersey College Culture in Race and Gender

The New Jersey College for Women (NJC) was founded in 1918 after a long-
fought statewide campaign for women’s higher education initiated by Mabel 
Smith Douglass and the New Jersey Federation of Women’s Clubs.1 While liberal 
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arts education was a central component of the curriculum, the founders of 
the college campaigned for NJC based on the principles of white republican 
motherhood, the image from which the ideal Douglass woman was created. 
In “nonthreatening vocational language,” advocates argued that the college 
would create opportunities for women in a number of careers—“librarian, sec-
retarial, nursing, domestic science, art, physical training, and social and civic 
betterment”—and would suit women to become “better citizens, better home 
makers, better club-women.”2 The constructions of this ideal were not simply 
gendered but racialized, as the campaign called for support and investment in 
“their daughters and their race.” Thus, as initially constructed, the ideal NJC 
woman was a white mother whose background was Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, 
genteel, and middle class.3

Though the NJC woman was represented as white, Anglo-Saxon, and Prot-
estant, “nonwhite” women began attending the college in the early 1920s.4 
Despite being excluded from this ideal, these women created their own image 
of the NJC/Douglass woman, as evidenced through their participation in main-
stream campus culture. This section traces the representations of the NJC/
Douglass woman in the Red Book, the Quair, and Campus News, print media pub-
lished at the NJC, and the Chanticleer, a Rutgers College publication contributed 
to and consumed by NJC women. The image of the Douglass woman emerges 
from student- and faculty-produced media. Though students and administra-
tors often clashed over what it meant to be an NJC woman, these publications 
help us consider the ways the college’s administrators and students repre-
sented her and made clear their early expectations of the Douglass woman.

The Red Book, Campus News, Chanticleer, and Quair

Print media was the primary venue for the administration, faculty, and stu-
dents to communicate rules and expectations, social events, and the latest 
news around campus and in the city of New Brunswick. The Red Book was the 
handbook for the women’s college which stated the rules, regulations, and tra-
ditions for the women at the college, and Campus News was the campus news-
paper run by student editors but funded by the college. These two publications 
were important sites for the construction of the Douglass woman, an image 
represented through prescriptive behavioral expectations.

More than simply laying out the rules, Red Book, which debuted in 1921, 
was the guidebook for new students, orienting them to campus life and the 
wider New Brunswick community. In addition to stating the “rigidly adhered 
to” hat tradition when off campus to maintain the “admiration of the towns-
people by the orderliness of their appearance and refinement of manners,” the 
Red Book also included a directory of approved restaurants that NJC women 
could patronize without chaperones and also listed New Brunswick churches. 
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Indeed, the earliest editions of the Red Book catered to the needs and expecta-
tions of white, Protestant women. Not until 1924 did the first synagogues and 
Roman Catholic churches appear in the directory. It would be thirteen years 
before a black church, Sharon Baptist Church, would appear in the pages of 
the Red Book.5 The inclusion of a black church is most likely reflective of the 
fact that the first known black students were granted admission and began 
matriculating through the college in the mid-1930s. In general, though, there 
was not much attention to race, difference, or discrimination in the early years 
of the Red Book. Nonwhite women were not a focus of publications like the Red 
Book, suggesting that the authors did not consider nonwhite Douglass students 
within their constructed image of the Douglass woman.

Because of their gender, the movements of NJC’s students were highly 
restricted. The 1921 edition of the Red Book stated, “At N.J.C. everything within 
reason and in the power of the college to do is done for the health and happi-
ness of the students. Their mental, spiritual and physical growth is carefully 
watched and certain simple rules are laid down which are thought to assist 
in developing character in its threefold capacity.”6 The manual continued, 
“College is a place for training the mind, body and soul. It is not an excuse 
for pleasure-getting.”7 The rules that the college’s administration included 
in the Red Book, such as the listing of restaurants that students could pa-
tronize without a chaperone, illustrated the kind of restrictions NJC women 
endured, restrictions that would have been doubly difficult for women whose 
color subjected them to the discriminatory practices of New Brunswick 
establishment owners.

Like the Red Book, Campus News generally did not focus on nonwhite 
women. This publication, which reported on campus social events, was an 
important site for discourse and criticism of the administration and tradi-
tions the editors deemed passé and old-fashioned. The 1920s, in particular, 
were marked by student unrest and the quest for female independence.8 The 
image of the modern girl, with her short hair, lipstick, and a cigarette in hand 
(according to the Red Book smoking was banned at the college until 1930) 
appeared regularly in the pages of Campus News.9 This visual representation of 
change and modernity during the interwar period was indicative of the cul-
ture clash taking place on the campus in the late 1920s and 1930s.

The relationship between Campus News and the administration became 
so combative that by the 1930s the future of the paper and its association 
with NJC was in jeopardy. Campus News editors, committed to free speech, 
desired independence even if it meant funding cuts. The administration, 
on the other hand, made their control clear. In 1940, after many attempts at 
negotiating a budget and the selection of editors, Campus News was abolished 
as the official undergraduate paper.10 The short life span of the paper high-
lights the generation and culture clash between white women at the college, 
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administrators and students alike. With discussions of race out of the pic-
ture, at stake was the preservation of a specific white womanhood which the 
modern girl threatened.

While the Red Book and Campus News were virtually devoid of conversa-
tions about race, the Chanticleer, a humor magazine published on the campus 
of Rutgers with Douglass women contributors, regularly featured people of 
color as punchlines in its pages. Named after the Rutgers mascot, a red rooster, 
the Chanticleer debuted in 1923 and ran for six years. It maintained a shared 
readership by men and women at both institutions during its existence.11

The magazine’s curious editorials and drawings satirized popular ele-
ments of campus culture in the 1920s. It featured subjects like football, 
dating, freshman naiveté, youth in rebellion, and, of course, the modern 
girl—one of its most popular representations. The “straight and narrow” 
modern woman graced the pages of nearly every edition, exuding seductive, 
cigarette-smoking confidence.12 One image, from the very first edition, cap-
tioned “The Snake Charmer,” featured a sultry, flower-haired flapper, while 
a later illustration depicted a raven-haired, racially ambiguous woman in a 
revealing, one-shouldered dress with the description “A SPANISH LESS-ON” 
inscribed below it.13 The racialized and sexualized images of the modern 
woman were consumed by both male and females subscribers of the mag-
azine, as were the explicitly racist images of lynchings and sambo figures, 
often on the same page.14

Though offensive to African Americans, racist images were not uncom-
mon in American culture. Blackface minstrelsy and performativity began in 
the 1830s and 1840s and ran well into the early twentieth century. Popular-
ized images of the “mammy” and “sambo” were justifications for the institu-
tion of slavery and the later system of de jure and de facto segregation which 
emerged in the 1890s.15 Numerous scholars have explicated the impact of the 
exaggerated, stereotyped images of blacks in American popular entertain-
ment, especially in American cinema of the first four decades of the twenti-
eth century.16 More recently, scholar Tracey Owens Patton has examined the 
contemporary occurrences of blackface minstrelsy in white fraternities on 
southern campuses as a form of racial terrorism.17 The dearth of scholarship 
on the relationship between blackface minstrelsy and campus print culture 
makes her article “Jim Crow on Fraternity Row” instructive for considering 
the implications of similar caricatures found in the Chanticleer. Patton argues 
that the “lack of overt action against racist performances in fraternities con-
tinues black marginalization in the White fraternal order and sanctions racial 
terrorism through the guise of humor.”18 While more work should be done on 
the prevalence of racist humor in campus magazines on northern campuses in 
the 1920s and 1930s, it is safe to argue that the pervasive image of caricatured 
black bodies marginalized minority communities on predominantly white 
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college campuses. Furthermore, these “cartoons” and attempts at humor pro-
vide windows into the consciousness of white college students at northern 
colleges and universities.

The inaugural 1923 edition of the Chanticleer set the tenor of the types 
of humor that would be included in the “lighthearted” publication. In addi-
tion to short stories about schoolboys and college rivalries, it featured the 
image of a dark-haired man hanging from a tree branch by a rope, his feet 
tied with rope as three onlookers in checkered shirts, bandanas, and cowboy 
hats gazed from below. The caption reads “An Old-Fashioned Necking Party.” 
This image appeared when the Ku Klux Klan was surging in interest in New 
Brunswick. In fact, the “Rutgers Klan” (with male and female auxiliaries) was 
chartered in the mid-1920s.19 This was not the only lynching image featured 
in the Chanticleer. Three years later, the Lafayette number of the Chanticleer 
depicted the image of a man with the appearance of an immigrant laborer 
being lynched over an anonymous city with the caption “A High Strung Indi-
vidual.”20 Mocking the terrifying act of lynching through puns and one-liners, 
these illustrations are perhaps two of the most perverse attempts at comedy 
in the magazine. In all probability, these violent images haunted students of 
color on and off campus. Indeed, the culture of Rutgers and NJC cannot be 
divorced from the racism of the greater New Brunswick community. The very 
existence of the Rutgers Klan evidences the challenges students of color faced 
in finding refuge and affirming space at NJC and Rutgers.

Less physically violent, but still insulting, images of African Americans 
were scattered throughout the pages of the Chanticleer for its six-year run. 
Even the Chanticleer rooster was commonly paired with a black-faced male 
figure as the lead image for some editorials.21 Sambo and mammy caricatures 
hanging laundry, dancing the Charleston, or performing various types of labor 
made it into almost every edition, including the Girls’ Numbers (the editions 
edited by NJC women). While poking fun at the wily adventures of life as a 
coed sneaking cigarettes behind the headmaster’s back and staying out too 
late at fraternity parties, the editors of the Girls’ Number for the 1926 edition 
included images of black-faced men, one in a striped shirt and straw hat fac-
ing forward, the other with a polka-dotted shirt, black vest, and hat. The men, 
“Say” and “Bo,” are depicted as imbeciles who find their very existence humor-
ous, seemingly giving the viewer permission to laugh too (see Figure 4.1).22

The limited images of black people also carried over to the yearbook, the 
Quair. In 1938, an image of the Sophomore Club showed its members being 
served by an African American male server.23 One year later, the yearbook 
featured a photograph of the NJC Service League, a club that helped the needy 
people of New Brunswick. A black boy, presumably a target of their volunteer 
work, was included in the image.24 Finally, in 1940, the Quair included a pho-
tograph of a Jumping Jive. The musician at the event, shown in the picture, 
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was African American.25 If the white women at NJC defined themselves as 
Douglass women against the blacks in the yearbook images, they would have 
seen the African Americans as entertainers, laborers, and welfare recipients, 
and themselves as the consumers of leisure and benevolent dispensers of aid. 
Indeed, as suggested by a photo in the 1941 edition of Quair they would have 
been at ease with the white tradition of blackface and not at all disturbed 
by the caricature of black women as Mammy (see Figure 4.2). These were the 
images that greeted some of the first African Americans to attend NJC.

Indeed, the first African American women at NJC met a culture that chal-
lenged traditional gender constructions while reifying racial stereotypes. Cam-
pus News and the Red Book broadcast the modern woman who transgressed 
traditional gender mores but still emanated a form of mainstream white 
womanhood. At the same time, however, campus print media also circulated 
demeaning or limited images of African Americans, images that undergirded 

FIGURE 4.1 Cartoon from a Girls’ Number edition of the Chan-
ticleer (April 1926).

Courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers 
University.
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nationwide terrorism against blacks and helped to bolster racist and discrim-
inatory thoughts in the minds of white students who already had little contact 
with students who were not white.

First Steps: International, Ethnic, and Nonwhite Women

Julia Feller Feist, a member of the NJC class of 1935, reflected on the demo-
graphics of the institution during her time as a student. She recalled, “When I 
was coming to school one of the rarities was a Jewish student. Black students 
were totally unknown.”26 Although NJC received federal funds from the Smith-
Hughes Act, which supported home economics teacher training and which 
“prohibited any form of racial discrimination,” the institution “remained an 
almost exclusively white institution until the 1970s.”27 The homogeneity of the 
campus meant that for the small number of nonwhite women who attended 
in the first thirty years of its existence, NJC could be a lonely, isolating, and 
unfamiliar place. However, women who were not seen as white saw themselves 
as NJC women too and they would be among the first to transform the school 
into the cosmopolitan institution our time travelers found in 2018.

FIGURE 4.2 Quair (1941). Members of NJC’s Junior class participating in Parents’ Day 
1941. Note the student dressed as a mammy in blackface.

Courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University.
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Late 1920s–1930s: Emilia Caballero,  
Carmen Martinez, and Catherine Kashiwa

Non-Anglo Saxon women who enrolled at NJC in the late 1920s and early 1930s 
were international students. Emilia Caballero of Caguas, Puerto Rico, was a 
member of the NJC class of 1930. As a student, Caballero was an active mem-
ber of the student body. She was part of the French and Spanish clubs and 
the YWCA, and participated on campus event committees. Carmen Martinez, 
another student from Puerto Rico, entered NJC the same year as Caballero. 
Less is known about Martinez, but as evidenced by the Quair, both seemed to 
be welcomed by the student body.

Notwithstanding any lasting impact from the 1923 “Spanish Less-On” 
(which preceded these students), yearbook inscriptions offer insight into how 
students were viewed by their peers. Caballero’s inscription says, “How glad 
we are Emilia/Came up here to N.J.C.” Similarly, Martinez’s inscription reads, 
“Since Carmen chose a college/From home so far away/We feel we are the 
luckiest/In all the U.S.A.” Although the inscriptions were likely written by the 
Quair editorial staff, these brief, student-written yearbook excerpts, coupled 
with Caballero’s involvement in the campus community (it does not appear 
that Martinez was involved in any activities), suggest that both students per-
severed through any discomfort they might have felt.

However, at least in the case of Caballero, being a student of color (a term 
not in use in the 1930’s though one we use today) at NJC had its unique difficul-
ties. Throughout the 1930s, NJC’s administration kept personal history records 
and personnel cards for each student. The personal history records contained 
information about a student’s place of birth and educational history, as well 
as the educational and occupational history of her parents and siblings. For 
example, Caballero’s record lists her father as a businessman. The personnel 
cards feature several categories in which students were rated on a scale of 1 to 
3. Students’ academic, social, and personal lives were judged throughout their 
time at the college. Categories on the personnel card included appearance, 
leadership, “powers of comprehension,” integrity, and “attitude towards men.” 
They were also evaluated on the cleanliness of their rooms, mental health, 
and home environment. Finally, students received a “psychological rating,” 
and their personnel cards noted whether they experienced any “emotional 
disturbances” or had any physical disabilities.

Caballero’s personnel card reveals that she had problems adjusting as a 
student, at least initially. Under physical disabilities, the administrator noted 
that although Caballero had “the serious disability of comparative unfamiliar-
ity with language, [she] has made great social and intellectual progress.”28 Inter-
esting is the fact that NJC administrators perceived Caballero’s difficulties with 
English as a physical disability rather than a cultural difference or language 
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roadblock. We can only imagine the hurdles Caballero had to scale to assure 
administrators that she was a capable student. Caballero’s complexion did not 
make it easy. Her personnel card is unique in that it includes an additional 
note stapled to the card. This note reads, “Emilia has been made unhappy in 
the past by the imputation of negro blood. (She is very dark). This is quite 
untrue, I believe. Her family are people of culture. She has come [out?] and up 
amazingly during the year.”29 According to this note, Caballero experienced 
unhappiness because her skin color led students to suspect her of being of Afri-
can descent. The description of Caballero’s unhappiness might have stemmed 
from her desire to have her Hispanic heritage acknowledged, or from her rejec-
tion of a black identity, or from her classmates’ disdain of people of color. What-
ever the cause, Caballero’s melancholy, the administrator’s equation of culture 
with whiteness, and the fact that the racist content of the 1920s Chanticleer was 
circulating during Caballero’s time at NJC suggest that racial prejudice was not 
only alive and well but that it could be hurtful and burdensome.

That Caballero persevered and soldiered through is suggested by an addi-
tional note that she had “improved in happiness and ability and makes a good 
member of the community now.”30 Joining the Spanish and French clubs and 
other extracurricular activities likely helped her navigate racist incidents at 
NJC and develop friendships with other women who had similar interests. 
Still, it is likely that Caballero continued to navigate the campus as a racial-
ized other. The two lines that preceded “How glad we are Emilia/Came up here 
to N.J.C.” in Caballero’s yearbook inscription say, “A Spanish Senorita/Is quite 
a rarity.”31 These two lines point to the ways in which Caballero’s classmates 
exoticized her.

It might have been a small comfort to know that she was not the only 
women treated as “other.” The racialization of students in the Quair is evi-
dent in other yearbook inscriptions, even for white students. Also a member 
of the class of 1930, Doris Cohn’s yearbook inscription reads, “Do you know 
our Doris?/If you wish to—hark—/She has clothes aplenty,/Is small and very 
dark.”32 Eleanor Tilton and Phyllis Muriel Tracy, both of the class of 1944, 
were described as “tall and dark.”33 Jean Gordon, who graduated one year 
later, was “remember[ed] for her Arabian Nights’ eyes.”34 Both Cohn and Gor-
don were Jewish.

Beyond the physical descriptions, the attributes white students attached 
to some nonwhite students were suspiciously couched in ethnic stereotypes. 
Important is the fact that Jewish and southern and eastern Europeans were, 
during the early twentieth century, not yet considered white, something that 
gradually changed after World War II.35 The NJC woman, while raced white, 
was therefore perceived as Anglo-Saxon. She was decidedly not ethnic, and not 
“other.” Ethnic stereotypes, however, were used in abundance when it came 
to non-Anglo-Saxon women. For example, Angeline Grace Maruca, whose 
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surname originated in southern Italy, was described as a woman with “that 
Latin temperament with looks to match . . . ‘Zoot’ . . . dark and vivacious.”36 
Barbara Louise Moreno of the class of 1946 was similarly described. The dra-
matic arts major was regarded as a “Spanish beauty” and “fiery.”37 Catherine 
Masaye Kashiwa, a Canadian citizen of Japanese descent who graduated from 
NJC in 1939, was described in the Quair as “one of the most understanding 
people in the world” and praised for her “agreeableness,” which is “perfectly 
genuine and natural and not at all affected.”38 Just as Maruca and Moreno 
might actually have been as described, Kashiwa could very well have been 
passive and good natured. Still, although we do not know how these young 
women weathered the stereotypes that defined them to their classmates, there 
is no mistaking that they had to navigate ethnic tropes and that this has to be 
factored into how well they did or could do at Douglass.

A case in point involved Sara Ayala of Panama City, Panama, who matricu-
lated at NJC between 1943 and 1945.39 During her time as an exchange student, 
Ayala made a presentation to the New Brunswick Junior Chamber of Com-
merce. The group was studying Spanish and Latin-American relations and 
they wanted her to remark on her impression of the United States. The article 
reported that “the serious tempo of the night was interrupted by Miss Ayala’s 
first remark: ‘My first impression of America is that it’s so c-h-e-e-l-i-n-g.’”40 
Perhaps the reporter expected a more cerebral response, but in ridiculing her 
accent he diminished the import of her remarks and her presence. While this 
did not happen on NJC’s campus, incidents like this are indicative of the cli-
mate traversed by non-Anglo-Saxon women at NJC.

Maideh Mazda, an Iranian student and member of the class of 1947, made 
a similar presentation when she attended NJC. She was invited to speak at a 
conference held by the Junior Woman’s Club of Bernardsville (the hometown 
of Julia Baxter) in 1945. There, she “told of life and customs in Persia.”41 Her 
presentation did not draw the same criticism as that of Ayala. The “attractive, 
curly-haired brunette with a winning smile and friendly black eyes that spar-
kle” was fluent in Russian and also spoke English, French, Turkish, and a bit 
of German. Mazda was slightly older than her classmates. She enrolled in NJC 
when she was twenty-two years old. Mazda graduated from the American Mis-
sion School in Tehran in 1940. It was there that Jane Elizabeth Doolittle, the 
principal of the school, told Mazda about NJC. It was Mazda’s dream to study 
in America, and she was the first in her family to study in the United States. 
She remarked, “It is the one thing I’ve always wanted.”42

Mazda resided on campus and was an active member of the community. 
Her extracurricular activities spanned the range of her interests. She volun-
teered at a children’s home, sang in the choir, served on various event plan-
ning committees, and was a member of the Spanish and French clubs and the 
World Friendship Group.43 In a student profile, Mazda is characterized as “A 
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naturally friendly sort of girl [who] has been accepted wholeheartedly into the 
College community.”44

Ayala and Mazda are examples of how international students could 
become ambassadors for NJC to the community at large. World War II brought 
about increased interest in international relations and other cultures. In 
addition to a handful of new courses, NJC also established an exchange pro-
gram after 1939 with Latin America, which the New Jersey State Federation of 
Women’s Clubs funded. The college instituted this program with countries in 
Latin America because travel to Europe was no longer an option after entrance 
into World War II.45 The historical record does not illuminate anything else 
about Ayala’s background or time at NJC, but considering what we know about 
Mazda, Ayala probably also helped NJC evolve into the cosmopolitan learning 
community on display in 2018.

Major Steps: African American Women, 1934–1949

As difficult as it was for non-Anglo-Saxon women to successfully navigate 
college life at Douglass, it was doubly hard for young black women. Unlike 
nonwhite or ethnic international students, African American students were 
not permitted to live on campus until 1946. Class also combined with race to 
influence their experiences. Whereas nonwhite and ethnic women came from 
middle- to upper-class backgrounds, with the exception of Julia Baxter, the 
first known black woman to enroll in NJC, the black women who attended NJC 
in these years came from working- to lower-middle-class homes. Some were 
the daughters of migrants from the U.S. South and Caribbean.

This class component not only differentiated them from other nonwhite 
students, but from other black women who attended northern women’s col-
leges during the twentieth century. Historian Linda Perkins writes of the 
Seven Sister colleges, “These institutions offered African American women 
from prominent families not only intellectual growth and stimulation, but 
also entrance into a world of White power and privilege. Most of the Black 
women who attended the Seven Sisters between the 1890s and 1960s were 
from these educated, solidly upper- and middle-class families. Education was 
expected to endow them with the refinement and culture essential for entry 
into the highest stratum of African American society.”46 While most of the 
black women who attended NJC did not come from prominent families, their 
education at NJC did provide them with the opportunity for social mobility. 
After graduation, the women profiled in this chapter moved into the middle 
class with careers in fields of science and education.

The black women who were first attendees did not fit the original mold 
of the NJC woman, yet they inserted themselves into the college’s culture. By 
involving themselves in campus activities and building relationships with 
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students who were open to them, these early black enrollees helped redefine 
who and what the NJC/Douglass woman was, pushing the college toward the 
cosmopolitanism on display one hundred years after its founding.

Julia Baxter

Julia Baxter was the first black student to enroll in NJC. She was inadvertently 
admitted in 1934 when admissions officers misidentified her as white. Once 
aware of her race, school administrators tried to discourage her from register-
ing. When she refused to withdraw, they informed her that she could enroll, 
but could not live on campus. In this, Douglass was like other women’s col-
leges in the North. Of the Seven Sisters colleges only Wellesley allowed black 
students to live on campus and then only in segregated housing.47 Had Baxter 
been allowed in on-campus housing, she would have lived in the cottages on 
the Gibbons or Douglass campus, where each cottage housed nine students, 
and each student had her own room. Or she would have stayed in the larger 
dormitories on Jameson campus, where two women shared one room.48 As it 
was, because of her race Baxter was exiled to her home in North Jersey.

Baxter grew up in Bernardsville where there was only one other black 
family. Her father, Louis Baxter, was a veterinarian. While reflecting on her 
childhood, Baxter recalled, “I was raised in a white community. I never went to 
school when I had a black classmate. I knew I was black, but all my immediate 
friends were white.”49 Taking her background into consideration and Baxter’s 
interactions with whites, attending NJC would not have necessarily been a cul-
ture shock for her. She was already accustomed to occupying spaces where she 
was the only black person. This did not mean that she was blissfully unaware 
of her blackness. Her father founded the Morristown Chapter of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). This was the first 
chapter of the NAACP in that region. In addition to his political activities, he 
frequently reminded her of her racial identity, and urged her to take pride in it.50

Sources differ on whether the housing policy was the only instance of 
discrimination that she encountered during her time at NJC. In one article, 
Baxter recalled an incident involving an unfair grade. A professor from the 
South gave her a B-plus in his class, even though she received A’s on all assign-
ments and examinations. Baxter claimed that the professor gave her a lower 
grade “because she could not recite Chaucer with a southern accent, as he 
did.”51 The B-plus that she received in the course prevented her from getting 
her Phi Beta Kappa pin. Alma Geist, a white classmate who was also a member 
of the class of 1938, said that the faculty and administration at NJC were less 
accepting of Baxter than the student body.52 If this was the case, Baxter herself 
chose not to fixate on it. In another source she recalled no bias. Baxter even 
remembered a friendly exchange between herself and Dean Margaret Corwin. 
“Her eyes twinkling,” Dean Corwin, who was struggling with issues caused by 
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the Depression, reminded her that they both “had a responsibility to ‘break 
new ground.’”53

Whether or not Baxter experienced additional overt racism, her experi-
ence highlights the race-specific challenges faced by African Americans at 
predominantly white institutions. First, they had to worry about not being 
judged solely on merit or being held to an unreasonable standard. This is evi-
denced most clearly in Baxter’s claim about receiving a lower grade than she 
deserved because she did not use a southern accent in her speech. Second, 
there was the pressure that came with being “the first” and, in later years, “the 
only” or “one of a handful.” Even though Baxter and subsequent black students 
downplayed the weight of being the first to attend or to live on campus, the 
truth, as Corwin indicated, was that there was much at stake.

Although admissions officers discouraged Baxter from becoming a stu-
dent at NJC, Baxter herself believed that Jewish students received harsher 
treatment. Indeed, Jewish students, both potential and enrolled, also faced dis-
criminatory treatment in their interactions with the college. In fact, although 
applications from Jewish and Catholic women increased in the late 1920s, in 
an attempt to maintain the Protestant, middle-class image of the NJC woman, 
administrators, including Mabel Smith Douglass, attempted to limit the num-
ber of Jews and Catholics by recruiting in areas where they did not live, such 
as small towns and rural areas, and also by recruiting out-of-state students. 
These practices were not unique to NJC and, like the ethnic stereotypes cited 
earlier, were indicative of the anti-immigrant and anti-Semitic bent of Amer-
ican society in the prewar years.54 During the early 1930s, Jewish community 
leaders in New Brunswick lodged complaints against the institution, and as a 
result, the percentage of Jewish students enrolled at NJC and Rutgers College 
rose throughout the decade. Still, Dean Corwin and the Trustees Committee 
capped the commuter population at 25 percent of the total student popula-
tion, and this “effectively restricted the number of Jewish women.”55

If Baxter did have it easier than Jewish students, it is probably because of 
her very light skin and her solidly middle-class background, which fit nicely 
within NJC’s middle-class identity. Students seemed to accept her. In her accep-
tance speech for the 1996 Rutgers University Distinguished Alumni Award she 
remembered “the warmth with which so many of my classmates received and 
be friended [sic] me contributed a great deal to my success as a student.”56 
Baxter’s NJC information card indicates that she played soccer during her first 
year.57 She did not talk about this activity in any other documents, and it is 
unclear why she played for only a year. Still, Baxter formed friendships on 
campus, and had relatively pleasant interactions with other NJC students. She 
commuted daily to New Brunswick from Newark, which she thought detracted 
from her positive experience at NJC. However, she claimed that she worked 
through it “by developing strong friendships with other day students who took 
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the train to New Brunswick.”58 Her friends knew her as “Judy,” and her fondest 
memory of NJC was the “lifelong friendships” she made.

Baxter arrived on campus during a period of increased radical politici-
zation among the NJC student body. For example, a 1934 poll of NJC seniors 
showed that the majority of those polled were in favor of the Socialist Party. 
And by the end of the decade, when fascism in Europe took root and the threat 
of war was imminent, many women at NJC joined the peace movement.59 The 
growing progressivism of the student body may have accounted for Baxter’s 
ability to successfully navigate relationships with her peers. It is worth not-
ing, however, that when Baxter was offered a room on campus during her last 
year, she turned it down, reportedly because she had grown accustomed to 
the train ride from Newark.60 It would take nearly ten more years before black 
students lived in the dormitories at NJC.

The Early 1940s: Lydia Benning Moss, Veronica Henriksen,  
Constance V. Andrews, and Anna Carolyn Rice

Baxter’s admission to NJC did not open a floodgate of black women students. 
During the 1940s, more black women were admitted, but there were only a 
handful who attended NJC throughout the entire decade. The 1940s were a 
critical time in the history of NJC. In addition to the entrance of the United 
States into World War II and a growing interest among students in interna-
tional relations, there were also more pointed discussions about race and calls 
for more opportunities for black students—namely, the right to live on cam-
pus. Students in history, economics, and political science, formed the HEPS 
(History, Economics, and Political Science) club, and organized the Racial and 
Minorities Relations Committee in 1943. They declared that “our primary pur-
pose is to better relations between racial and minority groups on campus, 
our secondary aim is to carry this program further into the community and 
the nation.”61 These calls for equality were happening at the same time that 
Americans across the United States were critiquing the discrepancy between 
America’s rhetoric and claim to be the beacon of democracy for the world and 
its practice of racism and discrimination toward African Americans, other 
nonwhite groups, and white ethnics. HEPS brought these debates to NJC.

Histories of Douglass and its alumnae state that the next known black 
women to attend NJC after Baxter were Lydia Benning Moss (class of 1942) and 
Constance Virginia Andrews (class of 1945).62 However, Veronica Henriksen 
(class of 1944) of Plainfield, was multiracial but identified as black, and she, not 
Constance Andrews, would have been the third black woman to enter Doug-
lass. According to the 1930 federal census, Henriksen’s paternal grandfather 
was born in Denmark and her paternal grandmother was born in the Danish 
West Indies. Her maternal grandfather was born in England, and her maternal 
grandmother was born in Brazil. In this census, Veronica Henriksen and both 
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of her parents were identified as “Negro.”63 Henriksen is also identified as black 
in the U.S. Social Security Applications and Claims Index.64 To be clear, census 
takers for the 1930 census were instructed to report citizens of black and white 
lineage as black, regardless of the percentage of black lineage.65

Notwithstanding federal policy, the Henriksen family self-identified as 
black. This is apparent from a 1940 Bridgewater Courier-News article about a 
concert held by the African American Trinity Male Chorus of Montclair. The 
proceeds of the concert went toward a scholarship for Henriksen.66 It is also 
suggested by a 1948 article in the same newspaper which reported on a choral 
club recital sponsored by the E. Fifth St. branch of the local YWCA. The recital 
featured “compositions by classic and modern composers,” adding that “tra-
ditional Negro spirituals will be sung.”67 Englehardt A. Henriksen was Veron-
ica Henriksen’s father and his wife, Mrs. Englehardt A. Henriksen, Veronica’s 
mother, was a member of the choral club. Since the national Young Women’s 
Christian Association (YWCA) branches were typically segregated into white 
and black divisions, Mrs. Henriksen’s choral membership is additional evi-
dence that the Henriksens self-identified as black.

Veronica Henriksen presents a perplexing yet revealing contrast to Bax-
ter. If Henriksen and her family identified as black but secondary sources 
do not list her as the third black woman to enter NJC, it could mean that 
she passed as white while at Rutgers. Like Baxter, Henriksen was very light-
skinned. Evelyn Sermons (class of 1949) mentioned in an oral history interview 
that “several years ago a story surfaced that someone knew of someone who 
lived here but was passing. And that is you know pretending to be white so 
that she could get in.”68 Henriksen lived off campus, so Sermons’s anecdote 
might not have been about her. It does, however, demonstrate a consciousness 
about color and race among students and that rumors about passing were 
not absent from NJC lore. Even if Henriksen did not pass as white, but rather, 
a nonblack person of color, it still would have afforded her privileges and an 
ease not afforded known black students.

Whether or not she passed, Veronica Henriksen, known as “Ronnie” to her 
peers, was active on campus (see Figure 4.3). The sociology-economics major 
was an officer in the “Bees,” the student group for commuters. Bees gathered 
in the “beehive,” a space located in the science building where commuters 
could study and socialize with one another.69 She was also a member of HEPS, 
Orchesis, and the Music Guild. Henriksen was known for her volunteerism 
and dependability. Her Quair description says, “‘Ronnie,’ who spends half the 
day commuting, is still able to find time for volunteer social service work in 
her major field . . . for holding important offices on campus. . . . Bees will stake 
their ‘rep’ on ‘Ronnie’ any day . . . she’s just ‘One of Those People.’”70

Like Henriksen, Douglass’s black women were involved in a variety of 
on-campus activities. Mathematics major Constance “Connie” Andrews (see 
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Figure 4.4), who like Henricksen was from Plainfield, was a member of the 
mathematics club and was elected a senior class officer. Andrews’ inscrip-
tion read, “Mathematics  .  .  . ‘Connie’  .  .  . tall and majestic  .  .  . easy to like, 
friendly . . . placid, calm . . . commands attention . . . makes her own clothes, 
smooth and well-tailored  .  .  . an accomplished organist  .  .  . enjoys laugh-
ter . . . reliable, capable . . . always says the right thing at the right time—in 
that soft way of hers.”71 In an interview with Andrews about her time at NJC, 
she remembered the smallness of Douglass and how “everyone knew each 
other.”72 She also remembered the sense of healthy competition among her 
classmates who fought for a spot on the dean’s list. Anna Carolyn Rice of Eliz-
abeth, also a member of the class of 1945, was described as “a willing fourth 
at bridge . . . fortune teller . . . a new moron joke every day . . . distaste for first 
hours . . . that oh-so-slow way of talking . . . charming . . . likes comfortable 
clothes . . . friendly to all . . . enjoys a swift game of ping pong . . . deep love of 
poetry . . . pleasant smile.”73

The evidence suggests that these black women not only were deeply 
involved in campus life but were well liked by their peers. They were able to 
find and make friends within their particular niches and also gain leadership 
positions in these spaces. Like Baxter, finding these social spaces was critical 
to their success as students, and also allowed them to assert themselves as 
Douglass women.

FIGURE 4.3 Quair (1944). Photographed here are the Bees officers from the 1944 
edition of the Quair. The Bees Club brought together commuters in an on-campus 
social setting. Veronica Henriksen is seated second from the right.

Courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University.



FIGURE 4.4 Quair (1945). Senior officers of the NJC class of 1945. Constance Andrews 
is seated.

Courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University.
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Some of these women reshaped what it meant to be an NJC woman by 
challenging the notion that NJC woman were women firmly planted in the 
middle class. The black women who graduated from NJC between 1938 and 
1945 came from relatively diverse socioeconomic backgrounds which set them 
apart from black women who attended the Seven Sisters colleges. Unlike Bax-
ter, Andrews came from a working-class household. Andrews’s father, Charles, 
was born in Grenada and immigrated to the United States in 1911. As of 1940, 
he worked as a packer at the National Sugar Refining Company in Edgewater, 
New Jersey. Her mother, Clemmie, was a homemaker, and like her husband, 
not native to New Jersey. She was born in Alabama. Neither of Andrews’s par-
ents went to college. Charles Andrews did not go beyond high school, and 
Clemmie Andrews did not go past the sixth grade.74 Lydia Moss of Princeton 
was also born to migrant parents. Her father, Simeon Moss, and mother, Mary 
Moss, were both born in Georgia. Moss’s mother was a nurse, while her father 
worked as a janitor at a private school in Princeton.75

Baxter, Moss, Henricksen, Andrews, and Rice laid claim to the title of 
NJC woman through their conscious efforts to find their niche and become 
involved in campus life, but there were only a few black women who attended 
the college in the 1930s and early 1940s, and most did not attend at the same 
time. The second half of the 1940s would be a moment of major transformation 
for African American students at NJC and for the college itself. NJC alumna 
Cecilia Avon Rahner made the point this way: “In 1955 Rosa Parks got on a bus 
and sat down in the front of that bus and changed the history of the South 
forever. But before that in September of 1946, Emma Andrews and Evelyn Ser-
mons, two African-American sophomore women of the class of 1949 entered 
their dormitory room at New Jersey College for Women and changed the his-
tory of N.J.C./Douglass forever.”76

Emma Andrews and Evelyn Sermons

Emma Andrews followed in her older sister Constance “Connie” Andrews’s 
footsteps and entered NJC in 1945. Emma Andrews claimed that when it was 
time to decide which college she would attend, she actually did not have much 
of a choice. She said, “Realizing the limited resources of my family, I decided 
that I would follow Connie.”77 In her discussion of her upbringing, Emma said 
that she and her siblings were raised in the “strict British Caribbean way,” 
which included learning the “Queen’s English.”78 Her parents emphasized 
that “education was the way to succeed economically and socially.”79 Emma 
Andrews carried her parents’ lessons about the value of education with her to 
NJC. She described herself as laser-focused on her education and work.80

Evelyn Sermons’s background was similar to that of the Andrews sisters. 
Like the Mosses, Sermons’s parents, William and Mattie Sermons, were also 
from Georgia. Mr. Sermons served in World War I, and between the 1930s and 
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1940s worked as a house painter and as an operator at a city disposal plant. 
Mrs. Sermons was a homemaker. Both Mr. and Mrs. Sermons ended their for-
mal education with elementary school.81

HEPS, the Urban League, and the NAACP were instrumental in calling for 
black students to be able to live on campus and the eventual desegregation 
of the residence halls.82 HEPS chair Eleanor Gliven (class of 1948) said that 
the committee had debated the question for years, but didn’t want to force 
the issue. Henriksen had been a member of HEPS during her time at NJC, so 
if these conversations had been taking place for years, then perhaps it was a 
topic of conversation when she was there. Gliven said, “We need to have a few 
Negro girls living on campus, so those considering coming to NJC will not hes-
itate to live on campus. Actual contacts in houses will do a good deal towards 
breaking down prejudice.”83 Gliven’s comment highlights the issue of isolation 
that black students sometimes faced in predominantly white spaces. On the 
one hand, administrators could use the fear of isolation as a tactic to discour-
age black students seeking admission, which is perhaps why Baxter turned 
down the offer to live on campus. On the other hand, isolation could have also 
been a real cause of anxiety for black students who may have dreaded being 
the “only one,” or one of a handful.

Despite some pushback from the administration, Gliven and HEPS had stu-
dent support for their campaign. Emma Andrews and Evelyn Sermons, both of 
the class of 1949, were the first black women to live on campus. They commuted 
their first year, but moved onto campus during their sophomore year. Both 
Andrews and Sermons had state scholarships that covered the cost of tuition, 
but they did not have the money for room and board. Emma Andrews worked 
as a waitress in the dining hall to cover some of her educational expenses. 
HEPS initiated a fundraiser, and the proceeds went toward covering Andrews’s 
room and board. According to Sermons, HEPS solicited a chapter, likely the 
New Jersey chapter of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, who 
contributed to the fundraiser.84 The two students also received financial sup-
port from the New Brunswick Urban League to stay in dormitories.85

Debates about allowing black students to live on campus were embed-
ded within broader questions and ideas about race on campus. Irene Prager 
(class of 1944) penned a letter that appeared in the Caellian questioning why 
more black women were not admitted. In 1945, the early pages of the Red Book 
contained a message about life at NJC: “It is a social experience in living with 
others in comradeship, tolerance and cooperation. It is a spiritual experi-
ence .  .  . in working ardently with others toward a goal.”86 This was the first 
time that language like this appeared in the Red Book and probably reflected 
larger changes in the postwar United States. Young people, and young women 
in particular, were tasked with the responsibility of building a more tolerant 
world, both locally and globally.87
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The first year that Andrews and Sermons lived on campus, they roomed 
together. However, they lived in separate dormitories their junior and senior 
years. Sermons lived on the Douglass campus, and Andrews lived on Gibbons. 
Sermons recalled that “living on campus was ‘a very enriching experience.’”88 
According to Sermons, there was one incident of discrimination that she 
learned about years later; supposedly, she said, “One girl who was in my house 
[admitted] years later that she got in because someone else was supposed to 
reside in that home and when her parents found out that there were black 
women, she couldn’t do that.  .  .  . But those things weren’t revealed at that 
time.”89 In fact, Andrews and Sermons seemed to thrive on campus. In their 
senior year, both served as house chairwomen in their respective dormitories.

In addition to their leadership positions in the dormitories, Andrews and 
Sermons participated in on-campus extracurricular activities and received 
various honors. Sermons sung in the choir (see Figure 4.5). Andrews was 

FIGURE 4.5 Quair (1947). Evelyn Sermons and Emma Warren were the first two Afri-
can American women to live on the campus of NJC. In addition to this notable first, 
Sermons was also a member of the glee club. She is pictured here in the second row 
from the front, on the right.

Courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University.
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elected to the Curie Science Club, while Sermons won a Chi Omega Prize for 
her original sociology research project. Both remembered their time at NJC 
fondly. Andrews remembered traditions such as the Dean’s Tea, the Sacred 
Path, and attending chapel.90 Dean Corwin had a tradition of inviting students 
to her home to meet with chapel speakers, and Sermons was invited to have a 
meal at her home when African American activist and lawyer Sadie Pace Alex-
ander spoke at chapel.91 Their involvement extended outside of the institution 
as well. As members of the Young Adult Chapter of the Urban League, they 
engaged in volunteer community work.

Friendships with classmates were an important marker of the college expe-
rience, but for many, so was socializing with the opposite sex. The Red Book laid 
out the rules for NJC students regarding male guests, or “gentlemen callers.” 
The 1948 edition of the manual, which would have been distributed during the 
students’ junior year, states that women could entertain male guests in the liv-
ing rooms only at specific times and days in the afternoons and evenings. How-
ever, “Gentlemen callers are not to be in the living rooms during the morning 
hours or during meal hours.”92 Students could entertain gentlemen callers in 
community spaces like the Cabin, the Lodge, Agora, and Calumet at the discre-
tion of other campus groups. Only male relatives could enter a woman’s room, 
and that was restricted to Sundays between two and six o’clock p.m.93

The concern over heterosexual interaction was no doubt heightened by 
the racial integration of campus dormitories. This is suggested by the conver-
sations that occurred at other women’s colleges. For example, when Bryn Mawr 
began discussing housing policy in 1930, M. Carey Thomas, its former presi-
dent turned trustee, was apprehensive about allowing black women to room 
because she believed it would draw black men to the campus. In a letter to Vir-
ginia Gildersleeves, dean of Barnard College, she wrote that when four black 
women were allowed to live on Bryn Mawr’s campus during summer school, 
“whenever entertainments are given by the summer school a solid block of 
negro men from the neighborhood of Bryn Mawr appears in the audience.”94 
There is no written evidence that NJC administrators had similar concerns but 
the high regulation of women’s movements and interaction with men and the 
nationwide hypersensitivity about interracial sex suggest that this was a major 
concern across the nation and at NJC.

Neither Andrews nor Sermons left anything in the historical record about 
entertaining gentlemen callers in their residence halls, but Sermons’s oral 
history offers a glimpse into how she and black women at NJC found venues 
to engage with black men at Rutgers. Print material from the period, which 
covered news of campus social events for the general white population, echoes 
the dearth of coed spaces for black students, on either campus, to socialize 
and hang out. In the postwar period, white students from NJC and Rutgers 
socialized together at a place called the “Spa,” located between George Street 
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and Throop Avenue near downtown. There “everyone gathers, stag, gang or 
dated; with cokes and juke-box.”95 Black students, by contrast, gathered at the 
New Brunswick Urban League, which played a big role in facilitating black 
student socializing. On certain Friday evenings, the organization would host 
a social at their office to bring together the handful of black students from 
Rutgers and NJC. It is not clear what year the Urban League began hosting 
these socials but Sermons noted that the league “realized that there would be 
a big void for those of us who were African American in terms of social life. So, 
they welcomed us.”96 In a discussion of her social life at NJC, Emma Andrews 
recalled, “Yes, we did attend a party or two” with black students at Rutgers and 
families in New Brunswick. Andrews could not recall who coordinated these 
gatherings, but based on the details from Sermons’s oral history, it is probable 
that the Urban League facilitated these social interactions.

When asked about the impact of their becoming the first African Amer-
ican students to live on campus, Sermons responded like Baxter did when 
asked to reflect on being the first African American woman at NJC; she down-
played the moment. Sermons said that she and Andrews “had both been in 
integrated environments . . . just about all our lives, so we pretty much knew 
what to do and how to do it. And didn’t really feel that this was some great 
opportunity to prove ourselves or something like that. In a sense, I guess, we 
just kept on doing what we had been doing.”97

Though Andrews and Sermon attach little significance to what they had 
done—at least publicly—NJC did realize how important the integration of the 
dorms was to its transformation and expansion. In 1949, both received the 
Heritage Award from the Associate Alumnae, which applauded them for their 
“soundness of judgment . . . spirit of self-giving, and [their] qualities of lead-
ership.”98 The women received a silver Heritage pin as well as a citation at the 
1949 awards ceremony. An excerpt of the citation read:

Only once in the history of this College will it be our privilege, with 
this special tribute, to honor the unique contribution you have made 
to group living at N.J.C. With quiet understanding, rare good judgment, 
and fine spirit you entered into the dormitory life of this campus, intel-
ligently aware of the importance of your success in the undertaking to 
those who would follow you. . . . By making the pioneer years of inter-ra-
cial living on her campus highly successful ones, you assuredly have 
made a contribution to her tradition of democratic spirit. You have 
added to our heritage and have raised our eyes to a future of greater 
understanding and good will.99

The experiences of Andrews and Sermons are instructive for two reasons. 
First, like African Americans and students of color before them, they were 
able to assimilate into the campus culture because, like the black women who 
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preceded them, they presented a nonproblematic version of blackness. They 
did well in their coursework, interacted with peers through social activities, 
and served their communities. This not only made them ideal NJC students, 
but ideal students to integrate the dormitories. Histories of the civil rights 
movement show how the young people chosen to represent the movement 
embodied the politics of respectability, and because of this, added legitimacy 
to the movement.100 Second, selecting Andrews and Sermons as the first recip-
ients of the Heritage Award allowed NJC to congratulate itself for its social 
progress and move forward with a progressive agenda. It also, for the first time, 
placed black women squarely within the legacy of the college. They would not 
just attend but would shape the trajectory of the institution.

As Chapter 3, “The Rutgers Race Man” illustrates, black men at Rutgers 
were more forthcoming in archival documents and oral reflections than Dou-
glass’s African American firsts regarding humiliating instances of racism and 
discrimination. In 2018, Emma Andrews, the oldest living African American 
alumna of NJC, did not remember encountering any overt racism as a stu-
dent, but added that if she did experience any outward racism, she would have 
probably just let it go, because she felt that there “would have been nothing 
[she] could do about it.”101 Black men at Rutgers took a different approach. 
Accounts from Edward Lawson Sr., Clinton Hoggard, and others frankly state 
that “racism was present” at Rutgers during the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury.102 These men left a trail of protest records at the University as evidence of 
their discontent with racial injustice. This might be explained by their longer 
history with the university—the first black male entered college in 1888—or 
it could be that black men’s involvement with social clubs and sports activi-
ties presented them with broader experiences from which to discern racism. 
It could also be that some of the women graduates maintained a close rela-
tionship with the college and did not wish to appear critical. For example, 
Constance Andrews worked as a research assistant in the Rutgers Department 
of Economics between 1946 and 1947, Evelyn Sermons served on the Rutgers 
Board of Trustees, and, between the mid-1970s and 1980s, Emma Andrews 
served on the Douglass Alumnae Board of Directors and as president of the 
Class of 1949.103 Whatever the reason, black men at Rutgers more confidently 
made clear their expectations of equal treatment to college administrators.

Historian Rachel Devlin’s work on the civil rights movement and the 
young black women and girls who were school desegregation firsts offers 
insight into this gendered difference. African American parents, teachers, and 
community leaders often taught black girls that appearing “socially open” and 
nice “was a vital component of their femininity.”104 Lucile Bluford, the twenty-
eight-year-old journalist who attempted to desegregate the University of Mis-
souri School of Journalism between 1939 and 1942 and was later editor-in-chief 
of the Kansas City Call, chose to not include incidents of violence or verbal 
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harassment in her reports on school desegregation during the 1930s–1950s. 
Devlin writes, “Bluford made an editorial choice to communicate positive 
exchanges, it would appear, not because she failed to understand the breadth 
and depth of racism. Rather, in her reporting she modeled and embodied the 
attitude and behavior required of any black applicant and desegregation first. 
Any such pioneer would have to go looking for ‘civic decency,’ to inspire and 
accept ‘cordial’ toleration as the best that could be expected.”105 Like the young 
women in Devlin’s study, the African American women who attended Doug-
lass in the 1930s and 1940s likely received similar instruction about crafting 
a public image that would “radiate friendliness, sincerity, and openness.”106 
Like Bluford, they might have believed that highlighting negative interactions 
with their white peers, instructors, and administrators would have impeded 
progress toward equality.

Black women at NJC had experiences that were different from their coun-
terparts at Rutgers. They did not enter a school that had the kind of illustrious 
history that Rutgers had. Compared to Rutgers which was founded in 1766, 
Douglass was in its infancy when the first black students arrived, and Mabel 
Smith Douglass and college trustees had to fight for the existence of the wom-
en’s college in the first place. Though the founding of the college arrived just 
before the Nineteenth Amendment granted white women and women of color 
who escaped Jim Crow terror the right to vote, NJC’s stability and longevity as 
an institution was not a given. It seems likely then that race issues, even in 
the minds of women who experienced prejudice in the first decade or so of the 
college, might have taken a backseat to issues of gender. If African American 
and other nonwhite women dealt with instances of discrimination, they were 
left unspoken as they sought to assimilate into the newly instituted wom-
en’s college. A number of black women’s experiences at NJC propelled them to 
more overt race work after college, but while enrolled they kept their eyes on 
the prize of future opportunities.

And those opportunities bore an abundance of fruit. NJC not only launched 
the careers of its African American and international students, benefiting not 
only the women but those they served and interacted with, but as many of 
these women praised NJC for the start it gave them, NJC/Douglass’s reputation 
as a progressive institution grew. For example, Julia Baxter researched and 
coauthored the brief that was critical to the win for Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion. She was inducted into the Rutgers Hall of Distinguished Alumni, and 
Douglass Alumni created a fellowship in her name to support black graduates 
of Douglass.107 Maideh Mazda earned a master’s in political science from the 
University of California-Berkeley. She worked as a language instructor at the 
Naval Intelligence School in Washington, DC, and also at Wayne State Uni-
versity in Detroit. In addition, she published a cookbook in 1960, titled In a 
Persian Kitchen: Favorite Recipes from the Near East.108 Sermons earned master’s 
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degrees in education and library service from Rutgers. She was also a founding 
trustee of Raritan Valley Community College. She “believed that NJC gave her 
the opportunity to realize that as a woman, and even as a minority woman, as 
they say ‘you can do anything that you want to do.’”109

The Andrews sisters also credited NJC with profoundly shaping their suc-
cesses. Emma Andrews said, “Douglass was beneficial in preparing me for my 
career. The caliber of the academic program was excellent and the many oppor-
tunities to assume leadership roles were constantly being demonstrated.”110 
Constance Andrews worked at Wright Aeronautics Corporation in Paterson 
right after graduation, and later joined the Rutgers Economics Department. 
After taking time to get married and have two children, she returned to work 
at Bell Laboratories as a technical assistant. While at Bell Labs, she was the sole 
woman on a research team that performed two balloon-launch experiments in 
1973 and 1974. Attached to the balloon was a minicomputer Andrews designed 
and for which she wrote the operating system. The minicomputer controlled 
the equipment, collected data from the experiment, and sent the results of 
the experiment back to earth. The balloon measured nitric oxide and water 
vapor in earth’s atmosphere. “The results of the experiment [were] expected to 
aid environmentalists in determining the future of our atmosphere.”111 Con-
stance Andrews saw her time at NJC and her ability to find role models there 
as critical to shaping her self-esteem and self-confidence as a woman. She said, 
“I never once had the feeling that I couldn’t make it because I am a woman,” 
even as she progressed in her career in a male-dominated field.112

Despite their positive views of the institution, Emma Andrews, now Emma 
Warren, also realized that being a black woman at NJC had its limitations. 
Nearly seventy years after graduating from NJC, she admitted that one thing 
that NJC could not provide were the kinds of professional contacts with other 
African Americans that her friends who attended historically black colleges 
and universities (HBCUs) had. She later pledged Delta Sigma Theta and was a 
charter member of the Central Jersey chapter of the sorority.113 Anna Carolyn 
Rice also pledged a sorority after graduating from NJC. She became a member 
of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority.114

Epilogue

In her message to the graduates of the class of 2018, Dean Jacquelyn Litt, 
the tenth dean of Douglass College,115 welcomed the baccalaureates into the 
Douglass alumnae family with the words “You are now a special part of this 
incredible Douglass History.” Litt reminded the graduates that “the Douglass 
mission today is to inspire Douglass women to learn, lead, and live with con-
viction, creativity and critical insight.” She thanked them for contributing to 
the Douglass community and told them that “my wish is that you continue 
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to make an indelible mark on the world.”116 No doubt, the first graduates, our 
time travelers, heard a similar message; but by 2018 the context had changed 
dramatically.

They might not have recognized Douglass. Certainly, the mission had 
changed. One hundred years earlier, Mabel Smith Douglass and the New Jer-
sey Federation of Women’s Clubs lobbied for Douglass on the grounds that it 
would create opportunities for women in the fields of “librarian, secretarial, 
nursing, domestic science, art, physical training, and social and civic better-
ment,” and would suit women to become “better citizens, better home mak-
ers, better clubwomen.” By contrast, Litt told the 2018 graduates to “make an 
indelible mark on the world. Whether through conducting research, treating 
patients, instructing students, creating social change, caring for kin, or run-
ning your own business.”117 Though dubbed the Negro National Anthem a year 
after Douglass’s founding, our white Anglo-Saxon time travelers would prob-
ably have been perplexed to find themselves standing and singing “Lift Every 
Voice and Sing” right before they heard from Douglass alum Imbolo Mbue 
(2001) and senior speaker Talyah Basit. Among her other achievements, Basit, 
a student of Muslim faith, was the director of administration for the Rutgers 
Global Coalition; Mbue, a native of Cameroon, wrote the award-winning New 
York Times bestselling novel Behold the Dreamers. “Lift Every Voice and Sing” 
was written in 1900 by James Weldon Johnson to recount the history of the 
African American triumph over slavery and resistance to racism. Indeed, Dou-
glass had transformed and so had its student population.

The women whose brief histories are recounted here played a critical role 
in that transformation. Without complaint or special patronage, they inserted 
themselves into NJC/Douglass culture and changed the definition and image 
of Douglass. In doing so they helped changed it from one that was exclusionary 
and often racist to one that prepared its students for the multicultural world 
of the twenty-first century.
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Race as Reality and Illusion

The Baxter Cousins, NJC, and Rutgers University

SHAUN ARMSTEAD AND JERR AD P. PACATTE

New Jersey local Archibald “Archie” Dunlop graduated from Rutgers Uni-
versity in 1933, the first in his family to attain a college degree. During his 
four years at the institution, he enjoyed notable success as a football offen-
sive lineman and was celebrated for his ability to “[run] like a streak and 
with plenty of power.”1 Off the gridiron, Archie Dunlop was a member of the 
Lambda Chi Alpha fraternity and was admitted to Cap and Skull, a senior 
honor society. While attending Rutgers, he lived on campus and never shared 
a dorm room with a black student. Dunlop’s experience at Rutgers was unlike 
students discussed in previous chapters of this text because he identified as 
a white male student.

Archie Dunlop’s self-identification was a source of discomfort for his 
classmates. His senior yearbook photo refers to Rutgers as his “Alma Mammy,” 
referencing a term referring to enslaved black women who cared for white 
children and performed other domestic duties within the plantation house-
hold (Figure 5.1).2 Indeed, one documenter of Rutgers history, historian and 
onetime executive dean, Richard P. McCormick, believed Dunlop might have 
been concealing his racial identity, writing in his notes that Dunlop “passed 
for white at Rutgers” (Figure 5.2).3

McCormick’s suspicion is a compelling one. An undated photo depicting a 
younger Archie with dark, wavy hair suggests that Dunlop was not only white 
(Figure 5.3). His alumni file includes a picture of Archie Dunlop as a younger 
child or teen. In this image, Dunlop is depicted with longer, wavy hair, and 
his complexion appears darker. His appearance is even more ambiguous in 
his senior portrait, taken in 1933. There he has shorter hair and fairer skin, 
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cementing his appearance as the white, now college-educated man he pur-
ported to be (see Figures 5.1 and 5.4).

We may never know for certain whether or not Archie Dunlop was a person 
of color. Unfortunately, as an only child who had no children of his own, we can-
not determine Dunlop’s race by examining other family members. Aside from 
census records, precious little information exists on Dunlop’s parents, a mother 
from Scotland and a father from Canada. Material on other relatives has not 
been found. But whether or not Dunlop was white or of mixed-race ancestry is 

FIGURE 5.1 Archie Dunlop’s 1933 Scarlet Letter senior photo. The caption accom-
panying his yearbook photo refers to him as “Bleech” and to Rutgers as his “Alma 
Mammy.”

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.
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largely beside the point. Rather, the confusion his appearance evoked encour-
ages us to consider how race and racism have operated historically in the United 
States and at Rutgers University. The confusion also demonstrates how race 
exists in the realm of reality and illusion at the same time.

Bound up in American understandings of race and racism are myths of 
their simplicity. Race is supposedly easy to spot because it is thought to be 
revealed through complexion and phenotype, which themselves are thought 
to be markers of the civility, morality, and intelligence of an individual or a 
group of people.4 Yet historians have demonstrated that race has never been 
so clear-cut. From enslaved people masquerading as white to escape slavery to 
black women passing as white to become Catholic nuns, to the reidentification 
of the Irish and eastern Europeans as white, race as a category of identity has 
been anything but stable in U.S. history.5

African Americans have been active participants in destabilizing race in 
America, and nothing demonstrates this more convincingly than the expe-
riences of light-skinned black people, some of whom have passed as white. 
On the one hand, the way young men like Vermont Allen and Archie Dunlop 
of Rutgers University and young women like Veronica Henriksen of the New 
Jersey College for Women (NJC) navigated the racial terrain of their schools 
demonstrates the fluidity of race as a category of identity.6 On the other hand, 
the experiences of light-skinned Julia Baxter Bates and her cousin Malcolm 

FIGURE 5.2 McCormick’s note asserting his belief that Dunlop was passing at Rutgers.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.



FIGURE 5.3 Undated photo of 
Archie Dunlop. Worn in a lon-
ger style here, his hair appears 
wavy. Coupled with his darker 
complexion, Archie appears 
here to be a person of color, 
if not an African American 
youth.

Courtesy of Special Collections, 
Rutgers University.

FIGURE 5.4 Scarlet Letter (1933). Archie Dunlop (first row, far left), with his Lambda 
Chi Alpha fraternity brothers. Dunlop’s darker complexion in this photograph 
starkly contrasts with the others depicted.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.
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Baxter go beyond this to demonstrate how important racial categories were to 
Rutgers administrators, and how experiences with color affect African Amer-
icans differently.

This essay’s focus is on these last two alums. In 1934, Rutgers University 
and New Jersey College for Women accepted two cousins from a prominent 
African American family in New Jersey, Malcolm and Julia Baxter. They both 
came from a family known for its racial and educational activism in Newark 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The grandfather, James 
Leroy, was the first black principal in Newark. He used his authority to advo-
cate for integration of the city’s schools. And his children furthered his activ-
ism. His sons, Drs. J. Leroy and Louis Baxter, as well as his daughter, Grace 
Baxter Fenderson, founded and presided over NAACP chapters in Newark and 
Morris County.7

Though they both came from this African American activist family, these 
cousins’ relationship to blackness diverged strikingly, demonstrating how 
unstable race is, how it can be both real and illusory. While Julia’s experience 
at NJC cemented her black identity, the opposite was the case with Malcolm, 
who eventually slipped into whiteness. In fact, two of his grandchildren did 
not learn of their African American heritage until they were adults. Just as 
Archie Dunlop’s example teaches us the complications of race, so too do the 
experiences of Malcolm and Julia Baxter, two Rutgers alums whose stories 
unfold here.

Becoming a Race Woman: Julia Baxter Bates

Julia Baxter Bates was twenty-one years old when she graduated. Like most 
undergraduates of NJC, Julia’s college years were marked by personal growth 
and maturity. However, her experience was distinguished by the way she 
came to understand herself as a black woman. Over the course of four years 
her knowledge of what it meant to be black in America increased exponen-
tially, something the New Jersey College for Women could take credit for. The 
school that was to become Douglass College imprinted blackness upon her. 
She embraced that identity, and working for her race defined her life’s work.

Julia Baxter: Racial Ambiguity

Julia Baxter’s acceptance to NJC as a young white woman may remain the most 
notable instance of mistaken identity, but it was certainly not the first time 
she was misidentified. 1930 census records show that teenaged Julia, her sister, 
and parents were notated as white. The misidentification was never rectified 
(Figure 5.5). Admittedly, skin tone most likely contributed significantly to the 
mistake.8 A photo of the extended Baxter family in 1940 in Newark shows the 
entire family to be light-skinned (Figure 5.6).
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As noted earlier, race is thought to be marked by more than color. The 
same census that identified the Baxters as white also reported that the Bax-
ter home had the highest monetary value in their neighborhood. As a veteri-
narian educated at the University of Pennsylvania, Louis Baxter was probably 
among the most well educated in his neighborhood. No doubt his color, along 
with his economic and educational status, strengthened the appearance of the 
family as a middle-class white one. His interaction with census takers proba-
bly further reinforced their perception of him as a white man.

This point is important. Historian Allyson Hobbs maintains that passing 
in the United States, meaning those who lived permanently or temporarily 
as white people, involved more than being light-skinned. In fact, many who 
believed that race reflected innate behavior often professed their expertise in 
being able to determine the inner racial nature of others, regardless of their 

FIGURE 5.6 The descendants of James M. Baxter gathered at the groundbreaking 
ceremony for the James M. Baxter Terrace Public Housing Project in Newark, New 
Jersey, on March 26, 1940. The first low-income, public housing unit built in the city 
of Newark by the Newark Public Housing Authority, the naming of Baxter Terrace 
honored the educational activism of Julia and Malcolm Baxter’s grandfather.

From Kathleen O’Brien, “Black History Month: Newark Project Honors Influential 
City Educator James Baxter,” NJ.com, February 2010, https://www.nj.com/news/index 
.ssf/2010/02/newark_urban_renewal_project_b.htm

https://www.nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/02/newark_urban_renewal_project_b.htm
https://www.nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/02/newark_urban_renewal_project_b.htm
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appearance.9 To be sure, such claims smack of irrationality today. Still, these 
beliefs reveal that skin tone was not the sole source for constructing ideas 
about race.

It is likely that the Baxter’s racial ambiguity and their middle-class status 
influenced Julia’s fond recollections of her childhood. In one interview, she 
expressed possessing “only warm memories” of Bernardsville, her hometown, 
despite being one of only two black families there. She never mentioned a 
black classmate, nor did she reference the other family by name.10 It does not 
appear that her family was especially close to the other African American 
family in Bernardsville. And this connection may not have been necessary 
for the Baxters. According to Julia Baxter, her father was a “well-accepted” 
member of the white community. And, in her case, Baxter felt that being black 
was inconsequential, stating that in Bernardsville “it didn’t matter.”11 While 
race may not have mattered to a young Julia, it did to her father. He repeatedly 
reminded his daughter that she was black.

Julia Baxter: Mistaken Identity

So did the New Jersey College for Women. Thinking that she was a young 
white woman, administrators sent Julia Baxter an acceptance letter, only to 
try to revoke it after discovering she was black when she arrived on campus 
for an interview. As Baxter recalled, “There was certainly an attempt to dis-
courage me from coming.” In fact, administrators suggested that she enroll 
at “a negro college.”12 Baxter’s father, who had driven her from their home 
in Bernardsville, asked her to step out of the room so that he could speak 
to college administrators alone.13 We may never know what Dr. Baxter said 
during this private conversation; however, it is important to note that the 
Baxter family’s multigenerational history of breaking down racial barriers to 
education presumably cemented a firm resolve in Dr. Louis Baxter to see to 
it that his daughter not be denied an education due to her race.14 The fam-
ily’s racial activism, financial status, and notoriety further illustrates how 
markers of class and prestige have historically operated hand-in-hand with 
color as a means of determining access. Julia Baxter’s socioeconomic stand-
ing, her family’s racial activism, and her light skin enabled her to attend NJC 
during the devastating years of the Great Depression. She might not have 
attended the institution if her family had been poor or lacked a dedication 
to racial activism.

For their part, NJC administrators would only go so far in breaking the 
color line. Departing from their usual insistence that students stay on cam-
pus in order to promote community, administrators prohibited Julia Baxter 
from living on campus.15 To attend school, Baxter lived with her father’s sis-
ter, Grace, in Newark, from where she commuted by train to New Brunswick. 
By barring her from on-campus living, NJC limited Baxter’s participation in 
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student life. Indeed, though the caption accompanying her graduating photo-
graph mentions her interests in French and teaching, the 1934–1938 NJC year-
books, The Quair, show no record of her participation in these or any other 
student clubs (Figure 5.7). That she played soccer her first year is also not 
recorded.16 Perhaps commuting from Newark made it too difficult for her to 
appear in organization photos, or perhaps the omission was deliberate, an 
attempt to hide the fact that Baxter had broken the color line. Whatever the 
reasons, the fact that NJC practiced racial segregation in its on-campus hous-
ing procedures underscores an important point: by restricting on-campus 
housing accommodations to white female students only, NJC’s actions further 
illustrate their firm commitment to separating black and white students via 
de facto measures—a resolve jeopardized by a racially ambiguous student like 
Julia Baxter Bates.

As noted in Chapter 4, other examples illustrating racial intolerance 
toward Julia Baxter are few, in part because she did not reveal much. The 
recounting she provides of her college experience was generally positive. 
Further, she made sure to disclose that NJC invited her to stay on campus 
her senior year, an offer she declined because, she explained, she had grown 
accustomed to taking the train to campus. Given the inconvenience traveling 
to school weekly must have posed for Julia in terms of time and expense, the 
reason she provided compels interrogation. Historian Darlene Clark Hine’s 
culture of dissemblance theory offers insight that complicates Julia’s own 
remembrances. Developed to understand how African American women his-
torically contended with the trauma and risk of sexual violence, Hine argues 
that black women publicly portrayed an “openness” that concealed their 
private “selves from their oppressors.”17 Other scholars have used the cul-
ture of dissemblance theory to explain black women’s reluctance to disclose 
the racial injustice they have endured.18 In other words, rather than give a 
blow-by-blow description of the sexual, economic, or political exploitation 
they experienced, thus exposing themselves to critics who could be cruel and 
vengeful, black women learned to persevere while hiding their true feelings 
from the public.

Given what we know about the culture of dissemblance, Julia Baxter’s 
recollection of her years at NJC deserves reconsideration. Are we to believe 
that being banned from the dormitories because of her color did not affect 
her at all? Also, NJC was not devoid of racism. The year before she enrolled, 
students performed a play with a “Sambo” character, portrayed by a woman 
in blackface (Figures 5.8 and 5.9).19 And while Julia Baxter did not publicly 
share accounts of intolerant students, she did mention one issue with a 
faculty member who assigned her a B+ for failing to “recite Chaucer with a 
southern accent,” a performance which would have in effect reinforced the 



FIGURE 5.7 Quair (1938). Julia 
Baxter Bates’s yearbook photo-
graph and bio describes Baxter 
as gifted in public speaking as 
well as an academically rigor-
ous student interested in pur-
suing a teaching career.

Courtesy of Special Collections, 
Rutgers University.
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cultural and intellectual backwardness of African Americans in the white 
mind.20 Together, these incidents complicate Baxter’s public accounts of her 
time at NJC. Given that the records of her recollections are in interviews and 
a speech she presented in honor of her induction into the Rutgers Hall of 
Distinguished Alumni in 1996, she may have elected not to be critical of the 
university and let bygones be bygones.

Julia Baxter: Being Black

But Julia Baxter’s silence does not preclude an analysis of the impact racism 
had on her. Lacking unmediated access to Baxter’s memories of being the first 
black student at NJC does not make it impossible to imagine the hardships she 
may have faced there. In her work on black women in late-nineteenth-century 
Philadelphia, historian Kali Gross links crimes black women committed to 
previously experienced trauma. “Reading the violence back into their lives” 
enables Gross to understand the ordeals of her historical subjects.21 Simi-
larly, considering Julia’s experiences and actions after graduating allows us 
to understand how hard it was to be at NJC. In short, Julia Baxter Bates’s life 
as a civil rights worker suggests that being the first African American female 
student at the New Jersey College for Women may not have been as enjoyable 
or uncomplicated as she claimed.

FIGURE 5.8 Stage performance of Purely Platonic, depicting a scene with the Sambo 
character.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.



FIGURE 5.9 Cast of Purely Platonic, listing a “Sambo” character, performed at NJC 
the 1932–33 school year.
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The discrimination experienced at NJC continued after graduation. With 
hopes of becoming a teacher, perhaps out of admiration for her grandfather or 
aunt, Julia Baxter graduated with an English degree in 1938.22 She attempted 
to acquire her license to teach in New Jersey but was denied because she was 
black. Baxter was not even able to find teaching work in Bernardsville, her 
hometown.23 Perhaps necessity compelled her to move back into her parents’ 
home after graduation.

This move is noteworthy because she was living there during the next 
census period in 1940. As previously mentioned, the family was mistaken 
for white in 1930, a misidentification that remained uncorrected. In the next 
census the mistake was repeated. This time, however, the family’s race was 
corrected to “neg” for Negro, as the image illustrates (Figure 5.10). The circum-
stances leading to the adjustment remain unknown. Perhaps a family member 
corrected the census taker. This possibility is compelling given the legacy of 
racial activism in the Baxter family during the late nineteenth century and 
throughout the twentieth century.24 Or maybe the person(s) compiling popu-
lation data for Baxter’s neighborhood found out on their own. Whatever the 
reason for the correction, what is important is that in the decade that it took 
for the Baxters’ official racial designation to change from white to black, Julia 
Baxter had undergone a transformation of her own. For her, race was no lon-
ger a distant concept, and racist rejection was not something that happened 
to other people elsewhere. In fact, race and racism was something that NJC 
helped Julia Baxter understand intimately. And dealing with it became part 
of her life’s work.

This new connection to blackness further developed when Julia Baxter 
migrated south to New Orleans. After efforts to find employment in New Jer-
sey proved hopeless, even with a master’s degree in English and comparative 
literature from Columbia University, she found work at Dillard University, a 
historically black institution located in the “Crescent City.” During her time 
at Dillard, Baxter saw more visible and strident evidence of racial injustice 
that she said “demeaned blacks and whites alike and eroded human dignity.”25 
When sanctioned for trying to organize an NAACP chapter at the university, 
she returned to the Northeast to work at NAACP headquarters in New York. 
While in New York, she worked with civil rights magnates Thurgood Marshall, 
Walter White, and Roy Wilkens. For over twenty years she served as national 
director of research and information and coauthored the winning brief in 
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, the case that declared segregated schools 
unconstitutional.

Julia Baxter Bates’s authorship of the Brown case deserves consideration 
for what it suggests about her years at NJC. The Brown case overturned the 
1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision that held that facilities for blacks and whites 
could be separate so long as they were equal, thus upholding Jim Crow 
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facilities, including, most importantly, segregated schools. The research of 
psychologists Kenneth and Mamie Clark helped overturn Jim Crow education. 
The husband and wife team proved that separate schools were inherently 
unequal because separate schools damaged the self-esteem of black children 
who, because they were separated from white children, came to view whites 
as superior. The case was decided in 1954, sixteen years after Julia Baxter 
Bates graduated from the school that tried to get her to withdraw and go to 
a black college, forced her to live apart from her classmates, and omitted her 
photograph from the college clubs. Since we know that Baxter Bates’s work 
on the case included collecting massive amounts of information about segre-
gated schools and the detrimental psychosocial effects of school segregation 
on black youth, we should understand this work as a byproduct of her expe-
rience at NJC. Whether she was conscious of the relationship or not, history 
should connect the dots. We know that Julia Baxter Bates considered her work 
on Brown her greatest accomplishment. No doubt her connection to it was 
deeply personal.26

Julia Baxter Bates’s efforts for racial justice did not stop with this leg-
islative victory. From 1965 until 1973, Baxter Bates worked at the Columbia 
University School of Social Work Demonstration Center as a researcher. There 
she contributed to experimental “urban programs in the areas of job training, 
legal services, housing, health, education, and drug abuse.”27 Following her 
tenure at Columbia, Bates served as the director of adult education and direc-
tor of special education for the New Ark School in Newark, a private, alter-
native education facility, until 1981.28 Describing her professional aims, Bates 
wrote her goal was “to work in areas most likely to assure the amelioration of 
conditions which tend to perpetuate social and cultural privation.”29 To be 
sure, her activism also extended past her career. When addressing the audi-
ence at the Rutgers Hall of Distinguished Alumni Awards in 1996, she called 
attention to the enduring presence of racism. As she drew to a close, Bates 
cited the need to “rescue human values” from “any vestige of bigotry.”30

In many ways, Julia Baxter Bates’s life demonstrates that racial identities 
can change over time. While being black did not seem to matter as a child, it 
bore significant consequences for her future.31 Before attending NJC, Baxter’s 
relationship to race was a voluntary assumption. As such, her blackness did 
not hinder her from developing friends or enjoying a comfortable childhood 
in an upper-middle-class family in a white town. Indeed, the 1930 census and 
her admission to NJC underscore that blackness for her was not often imposed 
upon her body. But her encounter with racial intolerance at the women’s col-
lege heralded a shift. The events in Baxter’s life after her graduation show that 
race became more central in her life, both as imposed upon her person as well 
as an identity assumed. In this way, over the course of her lifetime, Julia Baxter 
Bates became a “Race Woman.”
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Becoming White: Malcolm Baxter

While Julia’s black identity cemented, it faded away for her cousin Malcolm 
Baxter. Malcolm Baxter’s story further demonstrates that there is nothing 
definitive about race, that similar circumstances impact people dissimilarly.

Unlike his cousin, Malcolm Baxter’s racial identity did not follow a clear 
linear progression. Baxter was born on May 28, 1915. He was raised in Newark, 
New Jersey, by his father, a dentist, and his mother, a nurse.32 Baxter lost his 
mother, Kate Douglass Baxter, to tuberculosis when he was seven.33 Though 
his father Leroy Baxter remarried, life was never the same for father and son. 
Malcolm Baxter’s descendants describe Leroy as having “lost his will to live” 
after the death of his first wife.34 Malcolm Baxter eventually moved in with his 
aunt Grace Baxter Fenderson in Newark, a woman whom his daughter, Fran-
cine Baxter Shea, remembered “cared for him like a mother.”35

Based on familial recollections of Malcolm Baxter’s childhood, both Bax-
ter’s father and his aunt Grace Baxter Fenderson played a pivotal role in the 
development of his racial consciousness. Socialized in a family of renowned 
activists and educators, and having grown up in an “enlightened environ-
ment” surrounded by men and women who proudly embraced their racial 
identity, these experiences likely influenced Baxter to live his early life as a 
young black man.36 By the time he enrolled at Rutgers University in the fall of 
1934, however, Malcolm Baxter’s race became contested.

Similar to his cousin Julia Baxter, whose experiences at NJC revealed the 
institution’s systemic racism, Malcolm Baxter’s experiences with the politics 
of race at Rutgers University were equally as complicated. Indeed, Francine 
Baxter Shea explains that Rutgers did not permit her father to stay on campus. 
Admittedly, there is evidence that black male students lived in Rutgers dorms 
during Baxter’s attendance. As preceding chapters have shown, however, their 
presence was not always accepted or welcome.37 Unwelcome in campus hous-
ing, both Malcolm and Julia commuted back and forth from their Aunt Grace’s 
home on Elm Street in Newark to New Brunswick during their four years of 
study at the New Brunswick campuses.

Francine’s recollections suggest that Rutgers designated Malcolm Baxter 
as black, but this racial casting was not a lasting one. Alumni documenta-
tion highlights how Baxter’s race mystified university administrators. In two 
separate instances the institution misidentified his race. The first occur-
rence happened in the early years after Baxter’s graduation. When noting 
his race on an Alumni data form, it is clear that “white” was designated, 
then erased to check “negro” instead. This document was most likely cre-
ated between the late 1930s and early 1940s since Malcolm Baxter is noted 
as unmarried and without children, both of which change by 1946 (Figure 
5.11). For Baxter, his racial ambiguity would continue after graduating from 



FIGURE 5.11 Baxter’s alumni data form. The document indicates that he was origi-
nally listed as white before the correction to “negro” was made.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Rutgers University.
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Rutgers in 1938, a contested relationship with race magnified by his service 
in the Second World War.

Malcolm Baxter’s second misidentification by Rutgers University occurred 
later in the twentieth century. Rutgers University historian Richard P. Mc
Cormick failed to include Baxter in his list of African American students at Rut-
gers before the Second World War. Indeed, discovering Malcolm Baxter for the 
purposes of this chapter was fortuitous. His photographs in Scarlet Letter year-
books did not confirm he was an African American. Rather his home address, 
15 Elm Street—matching the one on file for Julia Baxter when she attended NJC—
confirmed Malcolm’s racial identity. Present-day interpretations of Malcolm 
Baxter’s race could not rely solely on his appearance in photographs. His home 
address aside, Baxter appeared nonblack in his senior picture (Figure 5.12).

FIGURE 5.12 Scarlet Letter (1938). Malcolm Baxter’s senior portrait.

Courtesy of Francine Baxter Shea.
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Malcolm Baxter: Being Black

After graduating from Rutgers, Malcolm Baxter started a food distribution 
business with his brother Douglas Baxter. Together, the two traveled to Flem-
ington, New Jersey, to purchase milk, eggs, and other dairy products; they then 
hauled the foodstuffs back to Newark and distributed them to local “Mom and 
Pop” grocery stores and markets.38 The Baxter brothers’ joint entrepreneur-
ship was short-lived, however, as the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 
brought the United States into the Second World War. Drafted in early 1942, 
Malcolm Baxter served in the United States Army as a staff sergeant in the 
269th U.S. Army Battalion.

Racial identification became an issue for Malcolm Baxter when he 
enlisted in the army. After arriving for military duty, Baxter boarded a train, 
likely bound for Camp Sutton, a segregated army training camp in North Caro-
lina.39 According to family history, Baxter was given the option to either enter 
the white or “colored” sections of the train. His light complexion, green eyes, 
and Caucasian facial features, as well as his educated demeanor, seemingly 
extended him the ability to embody the racial classification of his choosing.40 
That Baxter could identify himself as either white or black demonstrates the 
instability of race, especially as it relates to its alleged biological reality. But 
the moment also epitomized the lifelong struggle Malcolm Baxter confronted 
with race. Reared in the home of race activists and uninvited to live on Rut-
gers University’s campus, Baxter’s life experiences leading up to this moment 
likely cemented his decision to enter the passenger car designated for African 
Americans. For Malcolm Baxter and the thousands of other African American 
soldiers who served their country during World War II, the fight to end fascism 
and Nazism abroad coincided with their mission to end racism on the home 
front, a campaign most famously advocated by the Pittsburgh Courier in 1942 
and known as the “Double V” campaign.41

What is clear from this encounter is that Malcolm Baxter’s identity as a 
black man was voluntary rather than imposed. That he chose not to pass as 
white suggests he understood the stakes of denying his racial identity. Histo-
rian Allyson Hobbs helps us understand Malcolm’s choice. She explains that 
passing was hard for many. Indeed, she calls it “a chosen exile,” that required 
people to sever ties with family and friends.42 At this moment of decision Mal-
colm Baxter may have weighed the emotional costs of transforming himself 
into a white man. By assigning himself to a racially segregated black army unit 
in the early 1940s Baxter opted for inclusion over exile.

Malcolm Baxter: Becoming White

But over time Malcolm Baxter chose exile. It remains difficult to pinpoint pre-
cisely when the erasure or marginalization of blackness began. It was a process 
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that seems to have begun when he married a white Frenchwoman, someone 
he met while in the military. When the couple moved to Bridgewater, New 
Jersey, Baxter struggled to provide for their three children. Had they stayed in 
France, life for the interracial couple might have been easier, but in New Jersey 
it was hard to make ends meet.43 It’s difficult to say what part race played in 
his inability to find work; his daughter Francine Shea recalls her father pre-
tended not to be educated in order to find a job. “You know how some people 
kinda fudge the fact they went on to college and graduated,” remarked Fran-
cine with ironic laughter, “here’s a man who graduated from college who had 
to fudge that he didn’t go to college.”44 His efforts to provide for his family were 
humbling. Baxter’s only surviving son, LeRoy Baxter, remembers his father’s 
belief that he had failed to live up to his family’s legacy.45

Added to the financial and psychological challenges of fulfilling famil-
ial obligations was the overt racism Malcolm Baxter believed he experienced. 
When Baxter, his wife, and young kids traveled home after visiting family in 
Newark during the holidays, they were, according to his daughter, routinely 
stopped by the police. When he and his wife decided that she would drive 
during these trips, they no longer experienced traffic stops. Though Malcolm 
was very light-skinned, his daughter attributed these stops to racial profiling. 
Certainly interracial relationships were frowned upon in the 1950s and while 
we do not know for sure the precise reasons why Baxter had trouble finding 
work or why he was stopped by the police, we can surmise that these phenom-
ena had something to do with Malcolm’s move toward whiteness.

Baxter’s son, LeRoy Baxter, provides additional insight. He maintains that 
in Bridgewater, instances of antiblackness and misidentification were few. He 
remembers that Bridgewater in the sixties was very liberal and accepting of 
his family. “There was no doubt that people knew” his father was black, says 
LeRoy, but it mattered little. Calling his teenage years “a charmed existence” 
for the lack of racial hatred, he remembers the “young, up-striving, young peo-
ple caught up in the Kennedy period” as “genuine” in their acceptance. LeRoy’s 
memories are striking in their positive portrayal of a biracial family openly 
taking part in social life. He admits that his family life was dissimilar to many, 
expressing that “I can’t fully say that I can feel the pain of what I’m sure other 
kids in my situation felt.”46 Yet he also discloses that Bridgewater was a white 
township and that his high school, Bridgewater-Raritan High School, had no 
black students. LeRoy continued to share that black folks usually resided in 
neighboring Somerville, which he remembers as a “more . . . racist town than 
Bridgewater.”47

LeRoy Baxter’s memories suggest that it was easier for his father to let go 
of a black identity in Bridgewater than it was to embrace it. This was facili-
tated by the family’s appearance: they looked white. While LeRoy mentions 
that everyone knew his father was African American, he acknowledges that 
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his father appeared “very, very light, you know, very . . . more Hispanic.”48 And 
LeRoy shares that he, his brother, and his sister “definitely don’t look . . . we 
don’t have  .  .  . we just fit in with just everybody,” hinting that they did not 
phenotypically appear to be black. Clearly then, the color of Malcolm Baxter’s 
family, its whiteness, insulated them from racial antagonism.

Malcolm Baxter: Compromising Race

Whether or not Malcolm Baxter’s blackness was acknowledged by his neigh-
bors, his relationship to blackness eventually changed. As his children grew 
up, married, and started families of their own, “compromises were made,” says 
his daughter, and the family slipped into whiteness.49 While the family Baxter 
was born into connected him with blackness, the one he created with his wife 
connected him to whiteness.

The marriage of Baxter’s son, Malcolm Baxter II, to Diana Frankenfield, a 
white woman of Bridgewater, in 1970, ushered the family further into white-
ness.50 Malcolm II’s son, Malcolm “Duke” Baxter III, recalls his surprise when 
he discovered his and his two other siblings’ African American heritage. Not-
ing that he was well into adulthood when he found out, Duke recalls that “[his] 
family never really knew we come from a colored background.”51 Duke’s older 
sister, Renee, explains that their father, Malcolm II, was, like their grandfather, 
very light-skinned, which was a source of anxiety throughout his lifetime as 
well. Her father, she said, struggled with identifying as a black man while oth-
ers perceived him as white. Indeed, his appearance made people comfortable 
expressing racial humor in his presence, something he found offensive. Despite 
his discomfort, the decision to marry Diana seems to have been a fateful one, 
for after that the family made a conscious decision to hide their black ancestry.

The decision was clearly a compromise. Malcolm Baxter’s daughter, Fran-
cine, remembers that the family’s expansion allowed “new individuals . . . into 
our home life.”52 But it also seems to have been devastating, even catastrophic. 
Francine notes that “my father’s background was basically eviscerated.”53 
Bearing out historian Allyson Hobbs’s claim that blacks who passed commit-
ted themselves to a life of exile, Francine continues:

By that I mean there were very strict instructions not to discuss any fam-
ily background, my mother or my father. Information about my father 
was not allowed to be shared and um I think it caused my father a lot of 
anguish for that reason but uh the you know the compromise was that 
the grandchildren could come and um you know so everyone had to you 
know . . . kinda play it out a little bit, play it out totally, and . . . I feel sorry 
for my father that way you know . . . it was huge a compromise, a tremen-
dous compromise my father made uh uh . . . for to see his grandchildren. 
Um to this day I kinda regret it. I think we all regret it.54
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Her brother LeRoy Baxter’s recollections differ. He insists that his neph-
ews and nieces must have known about their father and grandfather’s racial 
identity. “I think,” LeRoy explains, “my nephews and nieces may have closed 
their eyes to the obvious.” LeRoy might be right since his niece, Renee, did 
indeed remember that her father, Malcolm Baxter’s son, expressed frustration 
over being black in a white skin.55 At first glance these experiences and under-
standings conflict. Yet perhaps these accounts are harmonious. The evidence 
of blackness, which LeRoy Baxter sees as plain, may have been hidden in plain 
sight. Rather than actively endeavoring to pass as white, perhaps race as a 
topic was just evaded. That it could be is evidence that race, itself, is illusory.

Malcolm Baxter: A “Hardworking Man”

Aside from Malcolm Baxter’s decision to enter the African American train 
car during his wartime service or the recollections of his surviving family, 
not much exists about Baxter’s personal views about race. Many of the alums 
mentioned in this volume made their views as racial activists evident. Even 
his cousin Julia Baxter Bates has left behind records describing her views on 
race and proof of her actions to dismantle racism. Not so for Malcolm Baxter. 
In a questionnaire he answered and returned to Rutgers University in 1972, 
his racial identity is never asked and he made no mention of it. No conspicu-
ous reference to race is evident in the document. He notes that his political 
affiliations are none, identifying himself as an “independent.” And when dis-
closing his organization memberships, he mentions associations such as Boys 
Town, Indian Foundation, and the Salvation Army. Since a number of Baxters 
worked with the NAACP, it is significant that Malcolm Baxter does not refer to 
this group. Responding to the final question inquiring about any additional 
information he would like the institution to know, Baxter declared in a bold 
flourish that he was a “hardworking man.”56

Malcolm Baxter’s proud assertion of his manhood recalls similar procla-
mations made by African American men during the climax of the civil rights 
movement. And this connection may have been intentional. Or perhaps his 
explicit claim to masculinity stemmed from earlier experiences attending Rut-
gers. Perhaps Baxter’s utterance reveals that race had become an increasingly 
diminished factor in his life, a consequence of the compromises he made. As 
a result, accessing masculinity may have been his effort to salvage an identity 
that was whole. Most likely both of these possibilities were true.

Race Matters

Julia Baxter Bates and Malcolm Baxter were cousins who in 1938 graduated 
from NJC and Rutgers University, respectively. Both were commuter students. 
Both came from African American families that were solidly middle to upper 
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middle class. Both came from an extended family that was highly respected in 
New Jersey for its committed work on African American civil rights, and both 
had light to almost white skin.

As similar as were their backgrounds, their relationship to blackness 
diverged starkly, something this chapter has chronicled but cannot be conclu-
sive about. We will probably never know why Julia Baxter identified as black 
and continued her family’s legacy of civil rights work while Malcolm Baxter 
slipped into whiteness. No doubt, gender was significant because men and 
women do not experience day-to-day living the same way. Related to gender 
is the way marriage impacts men and women. Julia Baxter married a black 
man while Malcolm married a white woman. Children also impact identity 
decisions. Julia had no children, but Malcom had three. Additionally, men 
and women do not experience the world of work the same way. Both Julia and 
Malcolm Baxter were discriminated against in the workplace, but the racism 
Julia found pushed her toward blackness, while for Malcolm it seemed an 
impetus in the other direction. Malcolm’s mother also died early, but how her 
death impacted his identity decisions may never be known. In short, there 
are any number of reasons for the difference we see in Julia’s and Malcolm’s 
self-identification.

The Baxter cousins’ experiences show that race is real and illusory at the 
same time. The discrimination the cousins experienced was real. Julia Baxter 
Bates would not have been the first African American to graduate from the 
New Jersey College for Women had she not been mistaken as white. Nor would 
she have had that distinction if her father had backed down and sent her to a 
“negro college,” as NJC administrators insisted. Discrimination kept Julia Bax-
ter’s picture from appearing with her club members in the college yearbook. 
They both attended college when a climate of racism pervaded the campuses, 
and both Julia and Malcolm Baxter commuted to campus because racism kept 
them out of the dorms. In this way racism was/is real and race had/has real 
consequences.

But it was/is illusory as well. This is one way to explain the mistaken 
identity that both Julia and Malcolm experienced, Julia at NJC and Malcolm at 
Rutgers. Despite Malcolm Baxter’s African American heritage he was repeat-
edly mistaken as white, so much so that historians of African Americans at 
Rutgers did not list him as an African American alum. Here was a black man 
who was hidden in plain sight, proof that race is not something immedi-
ately apparent, or an indication of morality, civility, education, or economic 
well-being. Here was/is proof that race is, after all, a social construction, 
albeit one that is very real.
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Epilogue

The Forerunner Generation

DEBOR AH GR AY WHITE

Someone once said that the best punishment for Hitler would be to 

paint him black and send him to the United States. This was no joke. To 

struggle up as a black boy in America; to meet jeers and blows; to meet 

insult with silence and discrimination with a smile; to sit with fellow 

students who hated you and work and play for the honor of a college 

that disowned you—all this was America for Paul Robeson.

—W.E.B. Du Bois, “The Real Reason behind Robeson’s Persecution”

Two thousand nineteen marked the one-hundredth anniversary of Paul Robe-
son’s graduation from Rutgers University. Celebrations took place, and a few, 
like the groundbreaking for the Paul Robeson Memorial Plaza on the College 
Avenue campus, brought residents from the New Brunswick black community 
to campus to celebrate with faculty, staff and administrators. The tributes are 
more than appropriate, for as we have noted in this volume, as class vale-
dictorian; member of Phi Beta Kappa and Cap and Skull; and star football, 
basketball, track, and baseball player, Robeson was the quintessential Rutgers 
Man. A Race Man as well, Robeson advocated for workers, for anticolonialism 
abroad, and against racism and lynching at home. During the McCarthy era, 
he was blacklisted and lost his lucrative theatrical and singing career because 
he refused to retract his statements against American apartheid.

As alluded to by W.E.B. Du Bois, however, Rutgers did not always honor 
or revere Robeson.1 Indeed, when he first took the Rutgers football field his 
teammates attacked him, spectators and opponents shouted racial epithets, 
and at least one team forced him to the bench because they would not play 
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against a black man. Barred by race from having too much social contact with 
fellow students, Robeson could not live on campus or participate fully in cam-
pus life.2

Still, he persevered in all areas of his life and his legacy has emerged on 
the right side of history. In 1998, the editors of Freedomways, a journal of Afri-
can American political and cultural thought, published “Paul Robeson: The 
Great Forerunner.” In it they highlight all of the tributes organized to celebrate 
the centennial anniversary of his birth. They noted that although Robeson is 
“being recognized in most books today as one of the great world figures of the 
20th century,” when he died on January 23, 1976, “there was a virtual blackout 
of favorable stories about him.”3 Similarly, in his introduction to the book, 
Paul Robeson Jr. addressed the silence and negativity and his regret that “not 
only had a web of lies and falsifications been institutionalized, but his entire 
record of achievement had been all but eradicated in the United States.”4

Actually, Robeson’s son missed the turnabout that had happened at Rut-
gers a few years before Robeson died. In 1970, President Mason Gross protested 
the National Football Foundation’s snub of Robeson.5 Both he and the head 
football coach, John Bateman, sent letters protesting the foundation’s failure 
to admit Robeson into their Hall of Fame that honored great college athletes.6 
Even before that, student pressure on both the Newark and New Brunswick 
campuses pushed administrators to honor Robeson. Consequently, in 1968 
Newark named its new campus center, and in 1972 New Brunswick named its 
African American cultural center, after Robeson.7 At the Newark dedication, 
then president Edward J. Bloustein called Robeson a man who “transcended 
his time, his race, and his own person to join that select group of souls who 
speak for all humanity.” He proclaimed Robeson a man who “through his 
worldwide acclaim brought esteem to our nation and our university.” With 
the words “today, after a period of neglect by this university of which I am 
ashamed, we return to Paul Robeson some small portion of that great honor he 
brought us,”8 Bloustein all but apologized for Rutgers’s treatment of Robeson.

No doubt, this centennial of Robeson’s graduation will continue that apol-
ogy, but it should and can do what we have tried to do here: recover, acknowl-
edge, and celebrate all of the forerunners of desegregation at Rutgers. Robeson 
has the most august history as a Rutgers Race Man, but like those we have 
covered here, there were other Race Men and Women. They plowed through 
Jim Crow America by not admitting that they were unworthy or inferior. If they 
were daunted by their exceptionalism or exclusion, they did not and could not 
show it. Rather they competed fiercely, completed their degrees, and many 
went on to leadership positions in the race and nation.

While we celebrate them we should not lose sight of the complexity or the 
painfulness of their story. Robeson’s struggle was a very public one, but for all 
of these forerunners the struggle was lonely. If we have not written about their 
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pain it is because theirs was a situation that did not allow for transparency. 
However, there are slivers, ever-so-tiny glimpses, of the difficult choices they 
had to make, the first being to attend Rutgers. We should not forget that these 
pioneers chose to forego attendance at an historically black college or uni-
versity (HBCU) where they would have been in the majority and escaped the 
racial anxieties they endured. Instead, they chose Rutgers, which in the early 
part of the century practiced informal Jim Crow segregation and incubated a 
white supremacist ideology that it spread throughout the nation and abroad. 
While these forerunners give us a lot more to explore, for now it is important 
to remember that they could not fail. They had to get their foot in the door. 
Their success made it possible for African American baby boomers, or the 
desegregation generation, to push that door wide open.

The next and final volume of Scarlet and Black will explore Rutgers and 
African Americans from World War II to the present with particular empha-
sis on the desegregation and diversification of Rutgers. It will illuminate and 
differentiate the student organizing at Rutgers Camden, Newark, and New 
Brunswick, as well as explore the class and gendered dimensions of student 
organizing on the Douglass and Livingston campuses. This necessarily forces 
us to focus on the development of African American studies, Puerto Rican 
studies, the Educational Opportunity Program, and antiapartheid organiz-
ing. It also concentrates our lens on certain key events like the Conklin Hall 
protest, the Bell Curve incident involving President Lawrence, and the Imus 
Affair. As we have done here and with Volume 1 we will look at the intel-
lectual climate fostered by professors and administrators as a way of explor-
ing campus-wide discussions about race and how faculty and administrators 
helped or hindered the Rutgers process of diversity. And, as we did in the first 
two volumes, we will look at the transformation of Rutgers in the context of the 
nation and communities around it. This is important because the diversifica-
tion of Rutgers occurred in the context of the Black Freedom Struggle, a signal 
event that was an impetus for the democratization of education nationwide.

Like W.E.B. Du Bois, Paul Robeson did not live to see history or justice 
bend in his favor, and only a very few of the forerunners of desegregation sur-
vived to see Rutgers become the diverse institution we take pride in today. 
Though largely invisible, the forerunners’ legacy lives on Rutgers campuses. It 
has been the honor of the Scarlet and Black Project to make this legacy visible 
not only to pay homage to these forgotten trailblazers but to allow them to 
demonstrate the many lessons that history can teach.
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