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Living Under Jim Crow

he editors of American Heritage magazine have selected this account, published
in 1902 and written by an unnamed African American woman living in the South.

In it she described the world of Jim Crow—the daily frustrations and humiliations

that African Americans had to endure as they struggled to build successful lives.

I AM A COLORED WOMAN, wif¢e and mother. |
have lived all my life in the South, and have often
thought what a peculiar fact it is that the more
ignorant the Southern whites are of us the more
vehement they are in their denunciation of us.
They boast that they have little intercourse with
us, never see us in our homes, churches or places
of amusement, but still they know us thoroughly.

They also admit that they know us in no
capacity except as servants,
yet they say we are at our
best in that single capaci-
tyv. What philosophers
they are! The Southerners
say we Negroes are a

people, with no thought
of tomorrow. How mis-
taken they are! The edu-
cated, thinking Negro is
just the opposite. There
is a feeling of unrest,
insccurity, almost panic

Negroes in the South. In

Even well-educated African
Americans were often
restricted to low-paying jobs.

happy, laughing set of

among the best class of

our homes, in our churches, wherever two or
three are gathered together, there is a discus-
sion of what is best to do. Must we remain in
the South or go elsewhere? Where can we go to
feel that security which other people feel? Is it
best to go in great numbers or only in several
families? These and many other things are dis-
cussed over and over. . . .

I know of houses occupied by poor Negroes
in which a respectable farmer would not keep
his cattle. It is impossible for them to rent else-
where. All Southern real estate agents have
“white property” and “colored property.” In
one of the largest Southern cities there is a col-
ored minister, a graduate of Harvard, whose
wife is an educated, Christian woman, who
lived for weeks in a tumble-down rookery
because he could neither rent nor buy in a
respectable locality.

Many colored women who wash, iron, scrub,
cook or sew all the week to help pay the rent
for these miserable hovels and help fill the
many small mouths, would deny themselves
some of the necessaries of life if they could take
their little children and teething babies on the
cars to the parks of a Sunday afternoon and sit
under trees, enjoy the cool breezes and breathe
God’s pure air for only two or three hours; but
this is denied them. Some of the parks have




signs, “No Negroes allowed on these grounds
except as servants.” Pitiful, pitiful customs and
laws that make war on women and babes!
There is no wonder that we die; the wonder is
that we persist in living.

A NEIGHBORHOOD OF POOR PEOPLE

Fourteen years ago I had just married. My hus-
band had saved sufficient money to buy a small
home. On account of our limited means we
went to the suburbs, on unpaved streets, to
look for a home, only asking for a high, healthy
locality. Some real estate agents were “sorry,
but had nothing to suit,” some had “just the
thing,” but we discovered on investigation that
they had “just the thing” for an unhealthy
pigsty. Others had no “colored property.” One
agent said that he had what we wanted, but we
should have to go to see the lot after dark, or
walk by and give the place a casual look; for, he
said, “all the white people in the neighborhood
would be down on me.” Finally, we bought
this lot. When the house was being built we
went to sce it. Consternation reigned. We had
ruined his neighborhood of poor people; poor
as we, poorer in manners at least. The people

who lived next door received the sympathy of

their friends. When we walked on the street
(there were no sidewalks) we were embarrassed
by the stare of many unfriendly eyes.

Two years passed before a single woman
spoke to me, and only then because T helped
one of them when a little sudden trouble came
to her. Such was the reception, I a happy voung
woman, just married, received from people
among whom I wanted to make a home.
Fourteen years have now passed, four children
have been born to us, and one has died in this
same home, among these same neighbors.
Although the neighbors speak to us . . . | not
one woman has ever been inside of my house,
not even at the times when a woman would
doubly appreciate the slightest attention of a
neighbor. . . .

White agents and other chance visitors who
come into our homes ask questions that we
must not dare ask their wives. They express
surprise that our children have clean faces and
that their hair is combed. . . .

We were delighted to know that some of our
Spanish-American heroes were coming where
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Jim Crow laws continued into the second half of the
twentieth century, as this woman discovered in a
Dallas, Texas, bus station in 1961.

we could get a glimpse of them. Had not black
men helped in a small way to give them their
honors? In the cities of the South, where these
heroes went, the white school children were
assembled, flags waved, flowers strewn, speeches
made, and “My Country, ‘tis of Thee, Sweet
Land of Liberty,” was sung. Our children who
need to be taught so much, were not assem-
bled, their hands waved no flags, they threw no
flowers, heard no thrilling speech, sang no song
of their country. And this is the South’s idea of
justice. Is it surprising that feeling grows more
bitter, when the white mother teaches her boy
to hate my boy, not because he is mean, but
because his skin is dark? I have seen very small
white children hang their black dolls. It is not
the child’s fault, he is simply an apt pupil. . . .

Source: Anonymous, Independent magazine, 1902.

Understanding Primary Sources

1. At what time of day did this woman and her husband
have to go to look at the lot of land they were thinking of
buying for their new house?

2. When she refers to her neighbors as “poor people,” what

does she mean?
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For more information about seg-
regation and Jim Crow laws, view
“Living Under Jim Crow.”
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