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Field to Factory: The Great Migration
by Johnn ie  D outhis 
S m ithsonian News Service

Rufus Crew m oved to  Cleveland in 1927. taking a c ircu itous  route from  
S ou th  Carolina to  Georgia to  Indiana and fina lly to  Ohio He stayed for a 
tim e in each state try ing  to  find  a better way o f life for his w ife  and eight 
children Crew s arrival in Cleveland, however, did no t end the fam ily 's  
s trugg le Som etim es his children had to work to  supplem ent the fam ily in 
com e But all the youngsters com pleted high school, and several attended 
college on the way to professional careers

Crew s story is am ong those to ld  in a special exh ib ition . Field to Fac­
to ry  A fro  Am erican M ig ra tion  1915 1940 at the S m ithson ian 's  National 
M useum  of Am erican H istory in W ashington D C

H istorian Spencer Crew, the exh ib it’s organizer, is the grandson of Rufus 
Crew He explains that his fam ily and other black people le ft the South for 
varied reasons, but tha t, above all. the chance for many to  escape dismal 
liv ing  cond itions was the im petus for the massive exodus of A fro  Am en 
cans

The exodus was called the "Great M igration . " and it invo lved hundreds 
o f thousands o f people w ho headed north  after the outbreak of W orld  
W ar I The story about these A fro  Am ericans fits  in to  ottier m igrations 
Crew says They were |ust as heroic as W estern pioneers, w ho  also de 
sired a better life

At the turn o f the century, three quarters of all blai k Ameru ans lived in 
the  rural South They were a crucia l souce of cheap labor in the region, but 
black Am ericans seldom pro fited  from  their work Very few  ow ned their 
o w n  homes or the land they farm ed

the South Labor recru iters (resented and threatened by Southern o ffi 
c ia ls l. w o rd  o f m ou th  advertis ing , le tte rs and newspapers all were used 
to  find  replacement workers

Black newspapers, such as the Chicago Defender and the P ittsburgh 
Courier, played an im portan t role by running articles aimed at black 
Southerners about d iscrim ination  and the advantages o f liv ing in the 
North But letters from  the new Northern residents proved to  be the best 
source o f in fo rm ation , in m any instances, these messages were the deci 
ding factor in whether or not one jo ined the M igration

W hat made it especially tough for many to leave hom e was the strong 
support long provided Southern blacks by churches and com m unity  
groups These support systems made it possible for blacks to  live a toler 
able existence, despite all the injustices

Traveling by tra in presented hazards o f a d iffe ren t k ind A fro  Am ericans 
had to ride in poorly  m aintained and ove rcrow ded cars next to  locom otives 
trailing soot and cinders tha t settled over the already anxious passengers

After these indignities, w hat awaited the m ig rants once they reached ttie  
North was o ften  the unknow n Yet ad justm ent was possib le w ith  the help 
o f a friend  or re lative and assistance from  the Urban League chu rch  
groups. Traveler's A id Society or other local organ izations tfia t helped am  
vais.

H u n d re d s  o f th o u s a n d s  o f b la c k  A m e r ic a n s  h e a d e d  n o r th  a fte r  
W o r ld  W ar I A lth o u g h  th e y  le f t  fo r  v a r ie d  rea son s , a b o v e  a ll th e  
c h a n c e  fo r  m a n y  to  esca pe  d is m a l l iv in g  c o n d it io n s  w a s  th e  im p e tu s  
fo r  th is  m a s s iv e  e x o d u s , k n o w n  as th e  G rea t M ig ra t io n

In th e  m o v e  to  th e  N o r th  it w a s  th e  e x c e p t io n a l m ig ra n t  w h o  lo f t  
th e  S o u th  be car M o s t tra v e le d  by  bus tra in  or on  fo o t

W o rk e rs  p ic k  c o t to n  in  th e  ru ra l S o u th , w h e re  A tro  A m e r ic a n s , 
o n c e  a c ru c ia l s o u rc e  o f e tie a p  la b o r, s e ld o m  p ro f i te d  f ro m  th e ir  
h a rd  w o rk

The de. is ion  to  leave w .is  an in d iv id ii. i l one C rew  says It w .is  n o t a 
.)>•. is ion  i- ide  on ttie  basis o f w h o  w as le a ve  tin t ra ttie r a m a tte r o t w e ig h  
m g i In in  » fo r  som e it w as ha rd  to  leave if the  fa m ily  o w n e d  jiro jie r ty  
O the rs  m ay have s tayed  in tt ie  S o u tt i to  f ig h t th ro u g h  the r ig id  seg rega tion  
jio lit  res

A fte r m akm g the  de i is ion  it som e tim es he. arne a dange rous  task to  
ac tu a lly  i  a iry  nut as loi al law s m ade  it poss ib le  for m ig ra n ts  to  tie  arrested

Om e on th e  ro .n l se g re g a tio n  p ra c tir es . auserf a d ilit io n .il problem s 
As to ld  m th e  f ie ld  to  F.n lo ry  e xh ib itio n  I Ilian Reuben M i Neary, a 
b la i k w o m an  trave lin g  by tin s  fro m  N ew be rry  S ( to  N ew  York C ity  
at i id e n ta lly  used a re s tro o m  reserved  for w h ite  jie o p le  T tie o the r passed 
ge ts  feared  for tier life  R euben M . Neary w as rep rim a nd e d  by the ow ner 
bu t to  tt ie  relief o f the  o th e rs  tt ie  rebuke  w .is  ve rba l n o t phys ica l

F.n ed w ith  com petition  from  m igrants fo i jobs and the already short sup 
jily  of housing w h ite s  at times responded v io lently to their new ne ightiors 
Race rio ts in itia ted by w h ites took place in several cities, inc lud ing Chicago 
in 1919 and D e tro it in 1925 To prevent black residents from  buying or rent 
mg in certain ne ighborhoods, restrictive legal covenants were ins titu ted  
These jiroh ib ite d  ow ners from  selling or ren ting  their homes to anyone their 
ne ightiors found ob je i tionahle

I he Great M ig ra tion  also caused some concern in ttie  m inds o f A fro  
Ameru ans already settled in N orthern i dies These residents fearer) that 
Hie increasing black im puta tion  w ou ld  cause additional d iscrim ination , an il 
blai k citizens were anxious about ttie  unso jih is tu  ated m anners o f the new 
comers Crew says

M oreover, th is arrival of new m igrants in tensified the dem and fo i bousing 
and mi leased ttie  size ot til.u k  ne ighborhoods Housing there was more 
expensive than com parab le  housing in other areas even tho ugh  homes 
were o ften d ilap idated and l.n ked adegoate sanitation tai ilities Bei .lose 
the rents were high, many tenants shared then hom es w ith  hoarders or 
newly arrived relatives

Yet the new residents soon made an im jia i t on g u tty  urban jm litii s 
This large black . (im m un ity  provided a new core of su jijio rt fo i blai k is

sues Crew says The ballots cast tiy  m igrants were im portan t for sw ing 
votes and for ttie  election of b la i k po litic ians

Ttie National Association for the Advancem ent o, Colored People esta 
blished before ttie  Great M igration found added support for its ai tiv ities

Black Southerners also had to  live w ith  "J im  Crow laws set fo rth  by 
the 1896 Suprem e Court case Plessy vs Ferguson w h ich  provided for 
separate but equal facilities for blacks In tru th  the public facilities w ere  
far from  equal Schools for black children were w oefu lly  inadequate on ly 
serving elem entary school grades Since there were few  publn black frfg fi 
schools in rural areas, parents were forced to establish and support private 
black high schools Black people were also the* v ic tim s o t vio len t attar ks 
by w h ites  beatings and lynchings were the crude too ls  of in tim ida tion

The Great M ig ra tion  cut across the spectrum  o f the b la i k popu la tion  
Fanners, college graduates and servicemen headed N orth  Service in the 
m ilita ry  (an o p p o rtu n ity  for young black men to  show  pa trio tism  and to 
prove themselves good citizens) exposed the recru its to  d iffe ren t ways of 
6fe outside the South A fte r re tu fn ing  hom e,”  Crew says, t was d iffu  ult 
lo r these veterans to  live as before
; During W orld  W ar I, as p roduction  in th«- industria l N o rtti in i teased 
h iany com panies lost their main labor source the w h ite  male im m igrant 
(jo the armed forces As an alternative. Northern industria lis ts turned to
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