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Hubert Harrison was an immensely skilled writer, orator, educator, critic, and political activist
who, more than any other political leader of his era, combined class consciousness and anti-
white-supremacist race consciousness into a coherent political radicalism. Harrison's ideas
profoundly influenced "New Negro" militants, including A. Philip Randolph and Marcus Garvey,
and his synthesis of class and race issues is a key unifying link between the two great trends of
the Black Liberation Movement: the labor- and civil-rights-based work of Martin Luther King Jr.
and the race and nationalist platform associated with Malcolm X.The foremost Black organizer,
agitator, and theoretician of the Socialist Party of New York, Harrison was also the founder of the
"New Negro" movement, the editor of Negro World, and the principal radical influence on the
Garvey movement. He was a highly praised journalist and critic (reportedly the first regular Black
book reviewer), a freethinker and early proponent of birth control, a supporter of Black writers
and artists, a leading public intellectual, and a bibliophile who helped transform the 135th Street
Public Library into an international center for research in Black culture. His biography offers
profound insights on race, class, religion, immigration, war, democracy, and social change in
America.

From BooklistThis first full-length biography of Harrison offers a portrait of a man ahead of his
time in synthesizing race and class struggles in the U.S. and a leading influence on better known
activists from Marcus Garvey to A. Philip Randolph. Harrison emigrated from St. Croix in 1883
and went on to become a foremost organizer for the Socialist Party in New York, the editor of the
Negro World, and founder and leader of the World War I–era New Negro movement. Harrison’s
enormous political and intellectual appetites were channeled into his work as an orator, writer,
political activist, and critic. He was an avid bibliophile, reportedly the first regular black book
reviewer, who helped to develop the public library in Harlem into an international center for
research on black culture. But Harrison was a freelancer so candid in his criticism of the
establishment—black and white—that he had few allies or people interested in protecting his
legacy. Historian Perry’s detailed research brings to life a transformative figure who has been
little recognized for his contributions to progressive race and class politics. --Vanessa Bush --
This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review"Dr Jeffrey B. Perry's book on Hubert Harrison is
an invaluable resource on an important figure in early 20th Century America. Five stars. It's
required reading."--Colin Benjamin --Black Star News"Independent scholar and historian Jeffrey
B. Perry reintroduced a forgotten legend of the Harlem Renaissance . . . . This revolutionary
figure's name was Hubert Harrison."--Maria Bibbs --Madison Times"Perry's popular work is the
first multi-volume biography of an Afro-Caribbean...[it] has prompted...major universities to
incorporate the write,...and political activist into their curriculum."--Genevieve Ryan --Virgin



Islands Daily News"While Jeffrey Perry has rescued Hubert Harrison for the historians, perhaps
it is book reviewers who should erect a memorial to him. For he was one of our own."--Scott
McLemee --Columbia Journalism Review"By examining the mind, talent, varied interests,
achievements, challenges, contradictions and complexities of a voice that's been
overshadowed, Hubert Harrison shines light on a notable figure in American history."-Felicia
Pride --The Root --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review"Hubert Harrison was in his
lifetime the leading American black intellectual socialist, but he receded from memory after his
death. We are all in debt to Jeffrey B. Perry for his devoted and fastidious recuperation of
Harrison's memory. This assiduously researched biography, an extraordinary feat of scholarship,
restores Harrison to his proper standing in the pantheon of other Afro-Caribbeans, from Marcus
Garvey to C. L. R. James, who contributed to reshaping American political thought in the
twentieth century." --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review"Jeffrey B. Perry's Hubert
Harrison is not simply an archaeological uncovering of a century old Black icon. Harrison's life
and his insights on race and class, especially during wartime, leap off the page. They particularly
resonate today. Harrison challenged the government's hypocritical notion of sending Black men
to fight and die to make "the world safe for democracy" in World War I, while they were being
lynched, segregated and disenfranchised at home. I see Harrison's ghost on a Harlem soapbox
today exposing the links between the destructive wars abroad and the need to expand the fight
for civil liberties and civil rights and to forge a new global partnership with the world's people.
This is a ghost that needs to be listened to." --This text refers to the hardcover edition.From the
Inside Flap"Hubert Harrison was one of the most gifted and creative intellectuals in the
American Left and within black America in the twentieth century. Jeffrey B. Perry's book presents
a comprehensive analysis of the first phase of Harrison's remarkable public career. Before
Marcus Garvey came to Harlem in 1916, Harrison had blazed the trail as the leading voice of
black radicalism. He founded the New Negro Movement and was a central antiwar leader during
WWI. Perry captures Harrison's brilliance, energy, and leadership during a remarkable period in
African-American history. The outstanding scholarship of his study will reawaken popular
interest in this remarkable figure." -- Manning Marable, professor of public affairs, history, and
African American studies, and director, Center for Contemporary Black History, Columbia
University"Jeffrey Perry's significant biography lives up to the promise of its title. Finally, the
voice of this major Harlem Renaissance progressive is to be heard again loud and clear." --
David Levering Lewis, New York University, and author of a two-volume biography of W.E.B. Du
Bois"Jeffrey B. Perry has made a significant contribution to the history of Black radicalism
through his biography of Hubert Harrison. With thorough research and compelling analysis,
Perry offers the reader insight into a brilliant and under-studied activist and intellectual who
played a major role in helping to shape the Black radical tradition. Hubert Harrison reads with a
draw like that of a study of a long lost city, rediscovered and offering answers to an incomplete
history." -- Bill Fletcher, Jr., Executive Editor, BlackCommentator.com and co-author of Solidarity
Divided."One of the most significant 20th century African American philosophers, Jeff Perry



finally accords Harrison his place among the forebears of modern African American political and
cultural thought, and also suggests the sweeping scope of Harrison's life and achievement." --
Portia James, Cultural Resources Manager & Senior Curator, Anacostia Community Museum--
This text refers to the hardcover edition.From the Back Cover"Hubert Harrison is a historic work
of scholarship. It is also an act of restitution- belated but generous-for the crime of historical
neglect. For as Jeffrey B. Perry makes abundantly clear, Hubert Harrison's contemporaries, from
the Harlem radicals of the 1920s (most notably Claude McKay and A. Philip Randolph), to Henry
Miller, Eugene O'Neill, and Charlie Chaplin, recognized Harrison's genius and enormous
contribution in a variety of fields, yet eighty years after his death he has not been honored with a
biography. Perry's effort to make good this lack is a stupendous success. His book is
exhaustively researched, richly detailed, beautifully written in a spare and restrained style, and
succeeds in capturing the brilliance, wit, and astonishing political and intellectual courage of
Harrison. It is a fine and magisterial portrait." -- Winston James, professor of history, University of
California, Irvine"Hubert Harrison is the most significant black democratic socialist of early
twentieth-century America. Jeffrey B. Perry has brought his thought and practice to life in a
powerful and persuasive manner." -- Cornel West, Princeton University"Jeffrey B. Perry's Hubert
Harrison breaks open long-sealed tomes of information about the militant aspect of the Harlem
Renaissance." -- Amiri Baraka"This is a superb study of a neglected but powerfully influential
figure in African-American history. As far as I can judge, Jeffrey B. Perry's scholarship is
formidable, his documentation impeccable, his writing lucid and graceful. If his promised second
volume is as admirable and compelling as his first, then we would have to count him, with
gratitude, among the finest living biographers of black men and women--indeed, one of our
finest biographers, without reservation." -- Arnold Rampersad, professor of English and the Sara
Hart Kimball Professor in the Humanities, Stanford University"For decades a brilliant and critical
voice of the Harlem Renaissance has been practically ignored by historians. At last that serious
gap will be filled by Jeffrey B. Perry who has thoroughly researched and carefully crafted a two-
part definitive biography of the "Father of Harlem Radicalism," Hubert H. Harrison. These
volumes, along with his previously published collection of Harrison's writings, are a significant
contribution because they reveal in rich detail and masterful treatment the life of one of the most
unique and influential African American thinkers of that time. The people of Harlem flocked to
Harrison's "university level" street orations on a wide range of topics but few knew of his
numerous journal articles on society, science and socialism. Perry was driven to conduct
extensive research when he discovered Harrison's clarity of writing and perceptiveness of
analysis. Surely his own clarity of writing, meticulous attention to events and other activists, and
masterful analysis will prove in time to be an essential classic for understanding the political
movements of the period."-- Joyce Moore Turner, author of Caribbean Crusaders and the
Harlem Renaissance, and co-editor with W. Burghardt Turner of Richard B. Moore, Caribbean
Militant in Harlem"In rescuing a very particular hero and genius from what E. P. Thompson once
called the 'enormous condescension of posterity,' this monumental and acute biography



becomes the best point of entry into the whole history of modern radicalism in the United
States."--David Roediger, University of Illinois, and the author of How Race Survived U.S.
History -"This book is the epic tale of the lost ancestor of Black radicalism, Hubert H. Harrison,
the great black working-class intellectual who stood at the epicenter of politics in the Harlem
Renaissance. Like Malcolm X, Harrison was not only a revolutionary but also a master teacher
and a leader of leaders, and his dramatic story of self-education, self-emancipation, and self-
transformation will both awaken and reorient a new generation of Black liberation at the
grassroots around the globe."--Komozi Woodard, Sarah Lawrence College--This text refers to
the hardcover edition.About the AuthorJeffrey B. Perry is an independent scholar of the working
class formally educated at Princeton, Harvard, Rutgers, and Columbia University. Perry
preserved and inventoried the Hubert H. Harrison papers (now at Columbia University's Rare
Book and Manuscript Library) and is the editor of A Hubert Harrison Reader. He is also literary
executor for Theodore W. Allen and edited and introduced Allen's Class Struggle and the Origin
of Racial Slavery: The Invention of the White Race. --This text refers to the hardcover
edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.The brilliant writer, orator,
educator, critic, and political activist Hubert Harrison (1883-1927) is one of the truly important,
yet little known, figures of early twentieth-century America. Historian Joel A. Rogers, in World's
Great Men of Color, describes him as "the foremost Afro-American intellect of his time" and "one
of America's greatest minds." Rogers adds (amid insightful chapters on the early twentieth-
century Black leaders Booker T. Washington, William Monroe Trotter, W. E. B. Du Bois, and
Marcus Garvey), "No one worked more seriously and indefatigably to enlighten his fellow-men"
and "none of the Afro-American leaders of his time had a saner and more effective program." --
This text refers to the hardcover edition.Read more
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Further praise for HUBERT HARRISON“Perry’s significant biography lives up to the promise of
its title. Finally, the voice of this major Harlem Renaissance progressive is to be heard again loud
and clear.”—DAVID LEVERING LEWIS, NEW YORK UNIVERSITY, AUTHOR OF A TWO-
VOLUME BIOGRAPHY OF W.E.B. DU BOIS“For decades a brilliant and critical voice of the
Harlem Renaissance has been practically ignored by historians. At last that serious gap will be
filled by Jeffrey B. Perry, who has thoroughly researched and carefully crafted a two-part
definitive biography of the “Father of Harlem Radicalism,” Hubert H. Harrison. These volumes,
along with his previously published collection of Harrison’s writings, are a significant contribution
because they reveal in rich detail and masterful treatment the life of one of the most unusual and
influential African American thinkers of that time. The people of Harlem flocked to Harrison’s
“university level” street orations on a wide range of topics, but few knew of his numerous journal
articles on society, science, and socialism. Perry was driven to conduct extensive research when
he discovered Harrison’s clarity of writing and perceptiveness of analysis. Surely his own clarity
of writing, meticulous attention to events and other activists, and masterful analysis will prove in
time to be essential for understanding the political movements of the period.”—JOYCE MOORE
TURNER, AUTHOR OF CARIBBEAN CRUSADERS AND THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE, AND
COEDITOR, WITH W. BURGHARDT TURNER, OF RICHARD B. MOORE: CARIBBEAN
MILITANT IN HARLEM“This monumental and acute biography becomes the best point of entry
into the whole history of modern radicalism in the United States.”—DAVID ROEDIGER,
UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS, AND THE AUTHOR OF HOW RACE SURVIVED U.S.
HISTORY“Hubert Harrison was one of the most gifted and creative intellectuals in the American
Left and within Black America in the twentieth century. Perry’s book presents a comprehensive
analysis of the first phase of Harrison’s remarkable public career. Before Marcus Garvey came to
Harlem in 1916, Harrison had blazed the trail as the leading voice of Black radicalism. He
founded the New Negro Movement and was a central antiwar leader during WWI. Perry captures
Harrison’s brilliance, energy, and leadership during a remarkable period in African-American
history. The outstanding scholarship of his study will reawaken popular interest in this
remarkable figure.”—MANNING MARABLE, DIRECTOR, CENTER FOR CONTEMPORARY
BLACK HISTOR Y, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY“[A] brilliant masterpiece.”—WILLIAM J. MOSES,
AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW“A magisterial piece of scholarship.”—JOURNAL OF
AMERICAN HISTORY“Perry’s detailed research brings to life a transformative figure who has
been little recognized for his contributions to progressive race and class politics.”—
BOOKLIST“Perry’s clear prose allows access to a three-dimensional picture of Harrison’s life.”—
LIBRARY JOURNAL“An excellent work and a great contribution to scholarship. . . . Perry must be
applauded.”—Z MAGAZINE“Offers profound insights on race, class, religion, immigration, war,
democracy, and social change in America.”—INDUSTRIAL WORKER“Through Perry’s
prodigious research Harrison’s brilliance can once more engage a generation eager to find



inspiration and renewed political spirit.”—HERB BOYD, NEWORLD REVIEW“This critically
important book will do for Harrison what David Levering Lewis did for Du Bois. . . . Essential.”—
CHOICE“This meticulously researched book fills an enormous gap in the knowledge of Black
activist intellectuals in the U.S.”—CAROL BOYCE DAVIES, WORKING USA“Rich and
exhaustively researched.”—CLARENCE LANG, AGAINST THE CURRENT“Perry has made a
significant contribution to the history of Black radicalism through his biography of Hubert
Harrison. With thorough research and compelling analysis, Perry offers the reader insight into a
brilliant and under-studied activist and intellectual who played a major role in helping to shape
the Black radical tradition. Hubert Harrison reads with a draw like that of a study of a long lost
city, rediscovered and offering answers to an incomplete history.”—BILL FLETCHER, JR.,
EXECUTIVE EDITOR, BLACKCOMMENTATOR.COM, COAUTHOR OF SOLIDARITY
DIVIDED“Entrusted with the remains of Hubert Harrison’s papers, Perry favors us with this
meticulous chronicle of one of the century’s most influential voices for democracy and freedom.
Harrison, island-born, colonial subject, and immigrant, stirred the masses in Harlem, at the time
the center of Black radical thought, to a ‘new race-consciousness’ and an apprehension of ‘their
powers and destiny’ in the United States and world. Hubert Harrison testifies to the remarkable
durability of lives well lived and truths told straight.”—GARY Y. OKIHIRO, COLUMBIA
UNIVERSITY, AUTHOR OF ISLAND WORLD: A HISTORY OF HAWAI’I AND THE UNITED
STATES“Hubert Harrison was in his lifetime the leading American Black intellectual socialist, but
he receded from memory after his death. We are all in debt to Perry for his devoted and
fastidious recuperation of Harrison’s memory. This assiduously researched biography, an
extraordinary feat of scholarship, restores Harrison to his proper standing in the pantheon of
other Afro-Caribbeans, from Marcus Garvey to C. L. R. James, who contributed to reshaping
American political thought in the twentieth century.”—CHRISTOPHER PHELPS, OHIO STATE
UNIVERSITY“One of the most significant twentieth-century African American philosophers,
Perry finally accords Harrison his place among the forebears of modern African American
political and cultural thought and also suggests the sweeping scope of Harrison’s life and
achievement.”—PORTIA JAMES, CULTURAL RESOURCES MANAGER AND SENIOR
CURATOR, ANACOSTIA COMMUNITY MUSEUM“Hubert Harrison is not simply an
archaeological uncovering of a century-old Black icon. Harrison’s life and his insights on race
and class, especially during wartime, leap off the page. They particularly resonate today.
Harrison challenged the government’s hypocritical notion of sending Black men to fight and die
to make ‘the world safe for democracy’ in World War I while they were being lynched,
segregated, and disenfranchised at home. I see Harrison’s ghost on a Harlem soapbox today
exposing the links between the destructive wars abroad and the need to expand the fight for civil
liberties and civil rights and to forge a new global partnership with the world’s people. This is a
ghost that needs to be listened to.”—GENE BRUSKIN, NATIONAL CO-CONVENER, U.S.
LABOR AGAINST THE WAR“A groundbreaking biography and act of historical recovery that
restores Hubert Harrison’s vital importance to African American history and politics during the



New Negro era. Meticulously written and painstakingly researched, Hubert Harrison is a major
work of scholarship that will transform understanding of Black life during the early twentieth
century.”—PENIEL E. JOSEPH, BRANDEIS UNIVERSITY, AUTHOR OF WAITING ‘TIL THE
MIDNIGHT HOUR: A NARRATIVE HISTORY OF BLACK POWER IN
AMERICAHubertHarrisonThe Voice of Harlem Radicalism, 1883–1918Jeffrey B. PerryColumbia
University PressNew YorkToCharles Richardson, Ilva Harrison, Yvette Richardson, Becky Hom,
and Perri Homand to the memory of Aida Harrison Richardson, William Harrison, and Theodore
W. AllenLibrary of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataE185.97.H367P47
2009973'.0496073—dc22[B]2008016976A Columbia University Press E-book.CUP would be
pleased to hear about your reading experience with this e-book at cup-
ebook@columbia.edu.References to Internet Web sites (URLs) were accurate at the time of
writing. Neither the author nor Columbia University Press is responsible for URLs that may have
expired or changed since the manuscript was prepared.Politically, the Negro is the touchstone of
the modern democratic idea. The presence of the Negro puts our democracy to the proof and
reveals the falsity of it. . . . [True democracy and equality implies] a revolution . . . startling even to
think of.—HUBERT HARRISON, NEW YORK CALLAs long as the Color Line exists, all the
perfumed protestations of Democracy on the part of the white race must be simply downright
lying. The cant of “Democracy” is intended as dust in the eyes of white voters. . . . It furnishes bait
for the clever statesmen.—HUBERT HARRISON, NEW NEGRODuring the war the idea of
democracy was widely advertised, especially in the English-speaking world, mainly as a
convenient camouflage behind which competing imperialists masked their sordid aims. . . . those
who so loudly proclaimed and formulated the new democratic demands never had the slightest
intention of extending the limits or the applications of “democracy.”—HUBERT HARRISON,
WHEN AFRICA AWAKES[America is a] great experiment in democracy . . . unique in the history
of the world. . . . And the great American experiment is to determine for the future whether we
can make out of the welter of races and nations one people, one culture, one democracy. It is
confessedly a hard task, but it can be done, and the grounds of that faith rest on the known facts
of the present and the past.—HUBERT HARRISON, AMSTERDAM NEWSThat individuals of
genuine worth and immense potentialities who dedicate their lives to the advancement of their
fellow men are permitted to pass unrecognized and unrewarded from the scene, while others,
inferior to them in ability and altruism, receive acclaim, wealth, and distinction is common—yet it
never ceases to shock all but the confirmed cynic. Those with a sense of right and wrong, . . . will
forever feel that this ought not to be. . . .Hubert Henry Harrison is the case in point. Harrison was
not only the foremost Afro-American intellect of his time, but one of America’s greatest minds.
No one worked more seriously and indefatigably to enlighten his fellow men; none of the Afro-
American leaders of his time had a saner and more effective program—but others,
unquestionably his inferiors, received the recognition that was his due. Even today but a very
small proportion . . . has ever heard of him.—J. A. ROGERS, WORLD’S GREAT MEN OF
COLORHubert Harrison, 1918. Source: Photo courtesy of the Hubert H. Harrison Papers, Rare



Book and Manuscript Library, Butler Library, Columbia University, New York.ContentsList of
IllustrationsPreface and AcknowledgmentsA Note on UsageIntroductionPart I Intellectual
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with the Party (1913–1914)8 Toward Independence (1914–1915)Part III The “New Negro
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Conscious Activism and Organizational Difficulties (August–December 1917)12 The Liberty
Congress and the Resurrection of The Voice (January–July 1918)Appendix: Harrison on His
CharacterList of AbbreviationsNotesSelect BibliographyIndexIllustrationsFrontispieceHubert
Harrison, 1918Figure 0.1Hubert Harrison’s unmarked gravesiteFigure 0.2J. A. Rogers, Ethiopia,
1935Figure 1.1“Buddhoe,” from a woodcut rendering by Charles E. Taylor, c. 1888Figure
1.2“Queen Mary” Thomas, undated, sketch by Charles E. TaylorFigure 1.3The Fireburn,
1878Figure 1.4Baptism Record of Hubert HarrisonFigure 1.5Paradise and Concordia Estates in
St. Croix, 1869Figure 1.6Manager’s House, Concordia, 1869Figure 1.7Manager’s House,
Concordia, 1869Figure 1.8Concordia Village, 1869Figure 1.9David Hamilton Jackson,
undatedFigure 1.10View of Christiansted, c. 1850Figure 2.1Hubert Harrison, February,
1921Figure 2.2Interior court of an early-twentieth-century apartment house in the West Sixty-
second St. area, March 25, 1990Figure 2.3The lynching of four unidentified African Americans,
c. 1900Figure 2.4John E. Bruce, c. 1911Figure 2.5Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, c. 1904Figure
2.6John Dotha Jones, c. 1924–1925Figure 2.7George Young, c. 1927Figure 3.1231 W. 134th
St., New York, March 25, 1990Figure 3.2Charles Burroughs, undatedFigure 3.3Williana Jones
Burroughs, undatedFigure 3.4The White Rose Home Ladies, c. 1909Figure 3.5Frances
Reynolds Keyser, undatedFigure 3.6Irene Louise Horton Harrison, c. 1909Figure 3.7Frances
Marion Harrison, 1910Figure 4.1Edwin C. Walker, undatedFigure 4.2James F. Morton, c.
1925Figure 4.3Booker T. Washington and his private secretary Emmett Scott, c. 1906Figure
5.1Eugene V. Debs, speaking in New York, 1912Figure 5.2George Frazier Miller, c. 1907Figure
6.1First Page of International Socialist Review article by Hubert Harrison, May 1912Figure
6.2First Page of International Socialist Review article by Hubert Harrison, July 1912Figure
7.1Hubert Harrison, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, and William D. “Big Bill” Haywood, c. 1913Figure
8.1Hubert Harrison, 1914Figure 8.2Francisco Ferrer, undatedFigure 8.3Leonard Abbott, c.
1905Figure 9.1Charles Gilpin, c. 1920–1930Figure 9.2A. Philip Randolph, c. 1918Figure
9.3Chandler Owen, c. 1918Figure 9.4Richard B. Moore, 1919Figure 9.5Melville Charlton,
undatedFigure 10.1“Stop Lynching and Disfranchisement in the Land Which We Love and Make
the South ‘Safe For Democracy,’” handout, c. June 12, 1917Figure 10.2Tricolor flag of the Liberty
LeagueFigure 10.3Marcus Garvey, Christmas, 1919Figure 10.4East St. Louis Race Riot, July 2,
1917Figure 11.1W. A. Domingo, undatedFigure 11.2Andrea Razaf[in]keriefo, undatedFigure



12.1Joel Elias Spingarn, 1918Figure 12.2William Monroe Trotter, 1907Figure 12.3Hubert
Harrison and delegates at the Liberty Congress, 1918Figure 12.4W. E. B. Du Bois, 1918Preface
and AcknowledgmentsDuring the 1960s, like millions of other people, I was deeply affected by
the movements for social change in the United States inspired by the civil rights struggle. As a
student in that period I was afforded opportunity to study, to research, and to interact with
scholars. My ancestral roots, as far back as identifiable, are entirely among working people.
These factors, and many related experiences, have led me toward a life in which I have tried to
mix worker- and community-based organizing with historical research and writing. My major
preoccupation has been with the successes and failures of efforts at social change in the United
States. In that context, I have focused on the role of white supremacy in undermining efforts at
social change and on the importance of struggle against white supremacy to social change, and
it is this focus that has led me to write this biography of Hubert Harrison, of which this book is the
first of two.These influences and interests have provided me with a certain openness to the
contributions of working-class and anti-white-supremacist writers and intellectuals. It was in this
context, in the early 1980s, while researching a proposed Columbia University doctoral
dissertation on approaches to the struggle against white supremacy, that I first encountered the
work of Hubert Harrison. When I first read microfilm copies of Harrison’s two published books I
was arrested by the clarity of his writing and the perceptiveness of his analysis. I knew that I had
encountered a writer of great importance, and, within a short while, I decided to change my
dissertation topic to a biography of Harrison. I searched for what I could find on him and was
several hundred pages into his biography when, through the help of two Virgin Islanders—G.
James Fleming, professor emeritus of Morgan State University in Baltimore, and June A. V.
Lindqvist, librarian at the Enid M. Baa Library and Archives in Charlotte Amalie, St. Thomas (and
a relative of Harrison’s wife)—I was put in contact with Harrison’s daughter, Aida Harrison
Richardson, and son, William Harrison.I met Aida and William for the first time in 1983. Aida was
a former school teacher and principal, William was a former attorney, and both were very bright,
socially aware, race-conscious individuals who knew the value of their father’s work. They, along
with their mother, the late Irene Louise Horton Harrison, had preserved the remains of Hubert
Harrison’s once vast collection of papers and books in a series of Harlem apartments. After
several meetings and discussions of their father’s work, they very generously (before William’s
death in 1984) granted me access to some of their father’s materials, which were in a room in
William’s Harlem apartment. At subsequent periods over the years I was provided access to
additional materials by Aida and then (after she passed in 2001) by her son Charles Richardson.
I proceeded to preserve and inventory the Hubert H. Harrison Papers (many of which were in
fragile condition). The papers were always the property of the family, they had authorized me to
use them for my work, I felt responsible for their preservation, and I had no further authorization.
When the family requested, I worked with them to place the papers with the Rare Book and
Manuscript Library of Columbia University. I have since that time worked with Columbia staff to
develop a finding aid () and a Hubert Harrison Web site. To Aida, William, and Charles, to



William’s daughter, Ilva Harrison, and to Charles’s daughter, Yvette Richardson, I am forever
grateful. Their generous spirit, human kindness, and willingness to help in support of my efforts
as biographer and chronicler of Hubert Harrison’s life have left a lasting impression on me and
inspired my work.I was influenced toward serious study of matters of race and class in America
through personal experiences and through the insightful and seminal work of an independent
scholar and close personal friend, the late Theodore William Allen (author of the two-volume
work The Invention of the White Race), whose papers I am similarly preserving and inventorying.
Allen’s writings on the role of white supremacy in U.S. history and on the centrality of the
struggle against white supremacy to efforts at social change have attracted increased, and well
deserved, attention. Familiarity with Allen’s life and work disposed me to be receptive to the life
and work of Harrison, another independent, autodidactic, anti-white-supremacist, working-class
intellectual.As a doctoral student at Columbia University in the 1980s my principal advisors,
Nathan I. Huggins and Hollis R. Lynch, offered the encouragement, support, and constructive
critical comments that strengthened my research in its early stages; emphasized Harrison’s
importance; and encouraged a deeper understanding of the individuals, social forces, and ideas
that influenced his life. Their assistance included helping me to put together an exceptional team
of dissertation readers that included Eric Foner, Charles V. Hamilton, and Elliot Skinner. These
scholars critically read my manuscript and offered constructive suggestions and encouragement
that pushed me to seek to further improve my work on Harrison.Subsequent drafts of my
writings on Harrison were read, commented on, and encouraged by Sean Ahern, Ernest Allen
Jr., Theodore William Allen, Lois Katz Brown, Gene Bruskin, Peter Dimock, Robert Fitch, Bill
Fletcher Jr., Henry Louis Gates Jr., Geoffrey Jacques, Portia James, Winston James, Jack
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Tom Radko and Suzanna Tamminen of Wesleyan University Press who published a version in A
Hubert Harrison Reader. The historian Joyce Moore Turner, daughter of Harrison’s friend
Richard B. Moore, and Sean Ahern, a New York City school teacher and close personal friend,
have also offered important support, encouragement, and insights.Winston James and Manning
Marable, along with Jean Ashton, former director of Columbia University’s Rare Book and
Manuscript Library; Peter Dimock, senior editor at Columbia University Press; James Neal,
director of Columbia University Libraries; the appraiser Wyatt Day; the attorney David Snipe; and
Charles Richardson (on behalf of the Harrison/Richardson families) all helped to place the
Harrison Papers with Columbia’s Rare Book and Manuscript Library, where they are supported
by the finding aid and Web site projects in an effort to make Harrison’s writings freely and easily
available to scholars and the general public. The work on the Harrison Papers, the finding aid,



and the Web site at Columbia have benefited greatly from the expertise and support of Michael
T. Ryan, director of Columbia’s Rare Book and Manuscript Library. Aspects of the work have also
benefited from the skilled professionalism of Stephen P. Davis, director of Columbia University
Libraries Digital Program Division; Patrick T. Lawlor, technical services coordinator; Joanna
diPasquale, Web page designer; and archivists Benjamin Heller and April Holm.Readers of my
earlier writings on Harrison who offered comments and encouragement applied toward this work
in addition to those already mentioned include Norman Allen, Eric Arnesen, Marilyn Bailey,
Rosalyn Baxandall, Jon Bekken, Peter Bohmer, Chris Booker, Herb Boyd, Alexis Buss, Mary
Katherine Calloway, Margaret Fisher Dalrymple, James P. Danky, Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee,
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feedback, and constructive criticisms were also offered by brothers and sisters active in Local
300 of the National Postal Mail Handlers Union and in the working-class movement.Throughout
my research I have found librarians and library workers to be consistently helpful and generous
with their time and expertise. (I note, however, that a great gap usually exists between the
compensation in wages and benefits that they receive and the value of the service that they
provide.) I am particularly thankful to the staffs at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black
Culture; the New York Public Library); Columbia University Libraries; the Tamiment Library, New
York University; Moorland-Spingarn Research Center at Howard University); the Library of
Congress; the National Archives in Washington, D.C., New York City (formerly in Bayonne, New
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everyone I asked for help responded positively. Among those librarians, curators, and records
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Alabama; Mary E. Herbert, Maryland Historical Society; Julio L. Hernandez-Delgado, Hunter
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Hutchinson, Louis R. Harlan, James V. Hatch, John E. Haynes, Winston James, Janis M. Jaynes,
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Ella G. Wolfe, and Lionel Yard. Gregory Grazevich and Eric Wirth of the Modern Language
Association helped at various times with questions on usage.My deepest appreciation is
extended to George F. Tyson, director of the St. Croix African Roots Project, for sharing with me
the fruits of his important research on Harrison’s family history and on St. Croix.A very heartfelt
special thanks is extended to Peter Dimock of Columbia University Press for supporting this
work; for approaching Harrison with a profound understanding of his importance; for responding
thoughtfully, professionally, and promptly to my questions; for offering very sound suggestions;
and for being pleasant, encouraging, and consistently helpful. Peter dared to tread where others
wouldn’t and firmly supported a full, two-volume, Harrison biography. He understood that
Harrison’s voice needed to be brought fully into the discussion of early-twentieth-century
America, and he has been singularly instrumental in facilitating that effort.I also extend special
thanks and gratitude to the Columbia University Press staff under the direction of James D.
Jordan for their support and efforts in helping to bring Harrison to a twenty-first-century
audience. In particular, I thank my manuscript and production editor, Michael Haskell, whose
expertise, professionalism, diligence, and understanding (particularly when last-minute
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was trying to say. I was truly fortunate to work with Michael and thank him for his many
contributions. Similarly, Kabir Dandona, Anne Routon, and Marisa Pagano were extraordinarily
helpful. Whenever I asked, they responded promptly and helpfully with thoughtful and
professional assistance that contributed to making the entire publication process a writer’s
delight. I thank them very much for their deeply appreciated efforts.To my sisters, Pamela and
Debra, to my in-laws, Paul, Billy, Eddie, and Blanche, and to the Giblin, Buco, and Fong families,
I extend special thanks with much love for their patience and support.To my wife Becky Hom and
to my daughter Perri Lin Hom go my deepest and most special thanks and love. They have been
enormously supportive, and their freely and frequently offered “suggestions” have sustained this
project and always made it fun while recognizing that the work was important. Without Becky’s
love, support, and encouragement and Perri’s love and Harrison-like critical independence, this
project would never have been the joyous labor that it has been.A Note on UsageHubert
Harrison used the word “Negro” with a capital “N” (as opposed to such words as “colored” and
“negro”), and he struggled to have others do the same. He founded the New Negro Movement,
presided over the Liberty League of Negro-Americans, and edited the New Negro monthly, the
Negro World, the Embryo of the Voice of the Negro, and the Voice of the Negro. Results of the
capitalization struggles included the change to the capital “N” by the International Socialist



Review in 1912 and by the New York Times in 1930 (after Harrison’s death).In the 1960s,
however, there was a shift from that usage, and today “Negro” has generally been replaced in
the United States by “Black,” “African American,” or “Afro-American.”In this text, “Negro” is
retained in titles, names, and quoted passages. When Harrison uses the term it is always
capitalized, since that is how he always wrote it. In other cases, capitalization depends on the
policy of the source document. When the term is contextually appropriate, it is enclosed in
quotation marks. In general discussions, “African American” and “Black” are used.Because
Harrison and others struggled to capitalize the “N” in “Negro” as both a statement of pride and as
a challenge to white supremacy, when the word “Black” is used as its equivalent it is used with a
capital “B.” There is no similarly compelling basis for capitalizing the “w” in “white.” In addition, it
should be noted, Harrison did not capitalize the “w” in “white.”HUBERT
HARRISONIntroductionFigure 0.1. Hubert Harrison’s unmarked gravesite (center) in Woodlawn
Cemetery, Bronx, New York, April, 1990. Hubert Harrison lies buried in an unmarked shared plot
in Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx. The absence of any memorial plaque or stone reflects the
poverty that Harrison and his family endured and suggests the insufficient recognition that his
life has received. Source: Courtesy of Jeffrey B. Perry.The brilliant writer, orator, educator, critic,
and political activist Hubert Harrison (1883–1927) is one of the truly important yet little known
figures of early-twentieth-century America. The historian Joel A. Rogers, in World’s Great Men of
Color, describes him as “the foremost Afro-American intellect of his time” and “one of America’s
greatest minds.” Rogers adds (amid insightful chapters on the early-twentieth-century Black
leaders Booker T. Washington, William Monroe Trotter, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Marcus Garvey),
“No one worked more seriously and indefatigably to enlighten his fellow-men” and “none of the
Afro-American leaders of his time had a saner and more effective program.”1Variants of
Rogers’s lavish praise were offered by other contemporaries. The author Henry Miller, a socialist
in his youth, remembered Harrison on a soapbox as his “quondam idol.” “There was no one in
those days . . . who could hold a candle to Hubert Harrison,” explained Miller. “With a few well-
directed words he had the ability to demolish any opponent. He did it neatly and smoothly too,
‘with kid gloves’ so to speak. . . . He was a man who electrified by his mere presence.”2 William
Pickens, field secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, a
former college dean, and an oratory prize winner at Yale, described Harrison as “a plain black
man who can speak more easily, effectively, and interestingly on a greater variety of subjects
than any other man I have ever met in the great universities.” Pickens added that Harrison was a
“‘walking cyclopedia’ of current human facts,” especially history and literature, and it made “no
difference” whether he spoke about “Alice in Wonderland or the most extensive work of H. G.
Wells; about the lightest shadows of Edgar Allen Poe or the heaviest depths of Kant; about
music, or art, or science, or political history.”3Bertha Washburn Howe, active with the
freethought-influenced, interracial, Sunrise Club, would always “seek a seat” at the “jolly” and
very approachable Harrison’s table at club dinners and recollected that “anything you wanted to
discuss, he could talk about it. He knew all the facts” and he “had one of the most marvelous



memories of any man I ever knew.”4 Eugene O’Neill, playwright and Nobel Prize winner, lauded
Harrison’s ability as a writer and critic, considered his review of the ground-breaking play The
Emperor Jones to be “one of the very few intelligent criticisms of the piece that have come to my
notice,” and assured Harrison that he would have a place as critic in “any theatre with which I
have connection.” O’Neill insightfully added, “You know what you are writing about . . . the only
propaganda that ever strikes home is the truth about the human soul, black or white. Intentional
uplift plays never amount to a damn—especially as uplift. To portray a human being, that is all
that counts.5The acclaim was similar in Harlem, the “symbol of Black America” and “Capital of
the Black World,” where Harrison was loved, respected, and deeply rooted.6 Montserrat-born
Hodge Kirnon, a freethinker, editor of the The Promoter, and a race- and class-conscious
community activist, explained that Harrison (who lived on Harlem’s most densely populated
block) “lived with and amongst his people; not on the fringes of their social life” and he “taught
the masses” and “drew much of his inspiration from them.” Kirnon added that Harrison was “the
first Negro whose radicalism was comprehensive enough to include racialism, politics,
theological criticism, sociology and education in a thorough-going and scientific manner.”7 The
British Guiana–born office worker and communist Hermie Dumont Huiswoud considered
Harrison without peer as a street corner orator. She described how, when he spoke in Harlem, “it
was not long before the crowd swelled . . . and even children ceased romping, keeping quiet as
he developed his subject. His audience was always spell-bound and attentive as his address
was so simply presented that his listeners had no difficulty understanding the subject and were
also amused at the subtle humor he injected.”8 Virginia-born Williana Jones Burroughs, a
teacher, union activist, and communist emphasized Harrison’s role in the research and teaching
of Black history. She explained that his research demonstrated “a rich heritage of [Black] revolt”
and that his work and that of Du Bois helped to put an end to the charge that African Americans
“would not resist oppression.”9Jamaica-born W. A. Domingo, a socialist and the first editor of
Marcus Garvey’s Negro World, called attention to Harrison as a radical and as a major influence
on twentieth-century Black radicalism. He explained that Harrison “was a brilliant man, a great
intellectual, a Socialist and highly respected” and “Garvey like the rest of us [A. Philip Randolph,
Chandler Owen, Cyril Briggs, Grace Campbell, Richard B. Moore, and other “New Negro”
militants] followed Hubert Harrison.”10 Taking a somewhat longer view, the Puerto Rico–born lay
historian Arthur A. Schomburg, Harrison’s friend and pallbearer and the foremost book collector
of the African diaspora, presciently pointed to Harrison’s importance for future generations when
he eulogized that the influential and popular Harrison was “ahead of his time.”11Despite such
high praise from his contemporaries and despite being rated “one of the 20th century’s major
thinkers” by the double Pulitzer Prize–winning Du Bois biographer, David Levering Lewis, and
“one of the most creative, wide-ranging, biting and perceptive students of race and race
relations in the United States” by the historian Eric Arnesen, Harrison is, as Harvard University’s
Henry Louis Gates Jr., writes, “a major but neglected figure in our history.” The historian Gerald
C. Horne refers to him as “a scandalously ignored thinker and activist,” and Winston James



observes that “seldom has a person been so influential, esteemed, even revered in one period
of history and [then become] so thoroughly unremembered.”12These appraisals are accurate.
Harrison has never been the subject of a full-length biography, and his life and work have drawn
far less general attention and scholarly analysis than those of figures such as Du Bois,
Washington, Garvey, or Trotter. There is great loss in this since his writings and oratory offer a
unique and extraordinarily articulate, bottom-up, race- and class-conscious analysis of issues,
events, and individuals of early-twentieth-century America; since his life so greatly influenced a
generation of activists and “common people”; and since his ideas had such an important, though
often unacknowledged shaping influence on Black social activism throughout the century.
Neither the significance and influence of his activism nor the brilliance and intellectual potential
of his ideas concerning race and class in America has been given sufficient recognition.13The
life story of this freethinking, Black, Caribbean-born, race- and class-conscious, working-class
intellectual-activist is a story that needs to be told. It offers a missing vision and voice that fill
major gaps in the historical record and enable us to significantly reshape our understanding and
interpretation of the first three decades of the twentieth century. Most important, perhaps, his life
story offers profound insights for thinking about race, class, religion, immigration, war,
democracy, and social change in America.Hubert Henry Harrison was born to a poor, laboring-
class, Afro-Caribbean, immigrant mother at Estate Concordia, St. Croix, Danish West Indies, on
April 27, 1883. The color line was drawn differently in St. Croix than in the United States, and
despite his family’s poverty and his having to work at an early age, Hubert was also able to
spend his early years in youthful exploration and educational pursuits. He grew up with a feeling
of oneness with the downtrodden and with the belief that he was the equal of any other. He also
learned important lessons about African customs, interactions and solidarity between immigrant
and native working people, and the Crucian people’s rich history of direct-action mass struggle.
After his mother’s death, he emigrated to the United States as a seventeen-year-old orphan in
1900.14He arrived in New York with the clothes on his back, his Crucian roots, and an
extraordinarily fertile and inquiring mind. His arrival coincided with the period of intense racial
oppression of African Americans known as the “nadir,” with the growth of what he described as
the “imperialist tendencies of American capitalism,” and with the era of critical writing and
muckraking journalism that, according to the social commentator Daniel Bell, produced “the
most concentrated flowering of criticism in the history of American ideas.” Those three factors
were important shaping influences on the remainder of his life.15Over the next twenty-seven
years, until his unexpected, appendicitis-related death at age forty-four, Harrison made his mark
in the United States by struggling against class and racial oppression, by helping to create a
remarkably rich and vibrant intellectual life among African Americans, and by working for the
enlightened development of the lives of “the common people.” He consistently emphasized the
need for working-class people to develop class consciousness; for “Negroes” to develop race
consciousness, self-reliance, and self-respect; and for all those he reached to challenge white
supremacy and develop modern, scientific, critical, and independent thought as a means toward



liberation.16Harrison, who referred to himself as a “radical internationalist,” was extremely well
versed in history and events in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, the Americas, and Europe, and,
according to Richard B. Moore, he was “above all” the militant Black socialists in his steady
emphasis on “the liberation of the oppressed African and colonial peoples” as being a “vital aim.”
He opposed capitalism and maintained that white supremacy was central to capitalist rule in the
United States, and, more than any other political leader of his era, he combined class
consciousness and anti-white-supremacist race consciousness in a coherent political
radicalism. Harrison also understood both the abuse of and the potential of “democracy” in
America. He emphasized that “politically, the Negro is the touchstone of the modern democratic
idea”; that “as long as the Color Line exists, all the perfumed protestations of Democracy on the
part of the white race” were “downright lying”; that “the cant of ‘Democracy’” was “intended as
dust in the eyes of white voters”; and that true democracy and equality for “Negroes” implied “a
revolution . . . startling even to think of.”17Working from this theoretical framework, he was active
with a wide variety of movements and organizations, and he played signal roles in the
development of what were, up to that time, the largest class-radical movement (socialism) and
the largest race-radical movement (the “New Negro”/Garvey movement) in U.S. history. His
ideas on the centrality of the struggle against white supremacy anticipated the profound
transformative power of the Civil Rights/Black Liberation struggles of the 1960s, and his
thoughts on “democracy in America” offer penetrating insights on the limitations and the
potential of America in the twenty-first century.Harrison served as the foremost Black organizer,
agitator, and theoretician in the Socialist Party of New York during its 1912 heyday; as the
founder and leading figure of the militant, World War I–era New Negro movement; and as the
editor of the Negro World and principal radical influence on the Garvey movement (described by
the historian Randall K. Burkett as “the largest mass-based protest movement in Black American
history”) during its radical high point in 1920. His views on race and class profoundly influenced
a generation of New Negro militants, including the class-radical socialists A. Philip Randolph
and Chandler Owen, the future communists Cyril Briggs and Richard B. Moore, and the race-
radical Marcus Garvey. Considered more race conscious than Randolph and Owen and more
class conscious than Garvey, Harrison is the key link in the ideological unity of the two great
trends of the Black Liberation Movement—the labor and civil rights trend associated with Martin
Luther King Jr., and the race and nationalist trend associated with Malcolm X. (Randolph and
Garvey were, respectively, the direct links to King marching on Washington, with Randolph at his
side, and to Malcolm, whose father was a Garveyite preacher and whose mother was a writer for
Garvey’s Negro World, speaking militantly and proudly on Harlem’s Lenox Avenue.)18As the
center of national Black leadership shifted from Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee, Alabama,
headquarters to New York City in the era of the First World War, Harlem increasingly became an
“international Negro Mecca” and “the center of radical Black thought.”19 In this period, Harrison
earned the title, ascribed to him by A. Philip Randolph and others, “the father of Harlem
radicalism.”20 During the 1910s and 1920s he was either the creator, or among the founders, of



“almost every important development originating in Negro Harlem—from the Negro Manhood
Movement to political representation in public office, from collecting Negro books to speaking on
the streets, from demanding Federal control over lynching to agitation for Negroes on the police
force.” He was also a key figure in developing Caribbean radicalism; he exhibited a rare
willingness to learn from the peoples and cultures of Africa; and his (often unattributed) ideas
and writings from this period significantly shaped the contours of radical Black thought on
matters of race and class in the twentieth century.21Harrison was not only a political radical,
however. Rogers described him as an “Intellectual Giant and Free-Lance Educator,” whose
contributions were wide-ranging, innovative, and influential. He was an immensely skilled and
popular orator and educator who spoke or read six languages; a highly praised journalist, critic,
and book reviewer (reportedly the first regular Black book reviewer in history); a pioneer Black
activist in the freethought and birth-control movements; a bibliophile, library builder, and library
popularizer who helped develop the 135th Street Public Library into an international center for
research in Black culture; and a promoter and aid to Black writers and artists, including the
authors J. A. Rogers and Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje (the first secretary-general of the South
African Native National Congress, the forerunner of the African National Congress); the poets
Claude McKay, Andy Razaf, Walter Everette Hawkins, and Lucian B. Watkins; the sculptor
Augusta Savage; the actor Charles Gilpin; and the musician Eubie Blake. In his later years he
was the leading Black lecturer for the New York City Board of Education and one of its foremost
orators. Though he was a trailblazing literary critic in Harlem during the period known as the
Harlem Renaissance, he questioned the “Renaissance” concept on the grounds of its
willingness to take “standards of value ready-made from white society” and on its claim to being
a significant new rebirth. (He maintained that “there had been an uninterrupted,” though ignored,
“stream of literary and artistic products” flowing “from Negro writers from 1850” into the
1920s.)22Soon after his arrival in New York, Harrison began working low-paying jobs and
attending high school at night. He finished school, read constantly, and started writing letters to
the editor, which, beginning at age twenty, were published in the New York Times. In his first
decade in New York, his insatiable thirst for knowledge, willingness to consider opposing views,
critical mind, and desire to face the world with “eyes wide open” led him to develop an agnostic
philosophy of life stressing rationalism, modern science, and evolution and placing humanity at
the center of his worldview. He enhanced his self-education efforts through involvement in
church lyceums and other Black intellectual circles, workers’ groups, community organizations,
the freethought movement, and the world of letters and ideas. Toward the end of his first decade
in New York, he obtained postal employment, married his wife, Lin, and started to raise a family
that eventually grew to seven.23In this vibrant intellectual environment and with a developing
self-confidence, Harrison boldly put forth his views, and this soon cost him his postal
employment. After writing two letters that criticized Booker T. Washington, the most powerful
Black leader in America, Harrison was fired from his postal job through the efforts of
Washington’s powerful “Tuskegee Machine.” It was a devastating blow, and the resultant loss of



income and security seriously affected his remaining years.24Shortly after losing his postal job,
Harrison turned to full-time work with the Socialist Party. From 1911 to 1914 he was America’s
leading Black Socialist—a prominent party speaker and campaigner (especially in the 1912
presidential campaign of Eugene V. Debs), an articulate and popular critic of capitalism, the
leading Black Socialist organizer in New York, and (influenced by work by women and
foreigners) the initiator of the Colored Socialist Club (CSC)—an unprecedented effort by U.S.
socialists at organizing African Americans. He made major theoretical contributions on the
subject of “The Negro and Socialism” by emphasizing that “the Negro” as “a group is more
essentially proletarian than any other group” and by advocating that socialists champion the
cause of African Americans as a revolutionary doctrine, that they develop a special appeal to
and for African Americans, and that they affirm the duty of all socialists to oppose race prejudice.
His proposal that “the crucial test of Socialism’s sincerity” was its duty to champion the cause of
the African American anticipated by more than a year Du Bois’s dictum that the “Negro
Problem . . . [is] the great test of the American Socialists.” (Some of his writings from this period
appeared in his first book, The Negro and the Nation [1917].) Such efforts were of little avail,
however. Socialist Party theory and practice—including segregated locals in the South, the
party’s refusal to route the campaign of the 1912 presidential candidate, Eugene V. Debs (who
insisted that his audiences be integrated), in Southern states, white-supremacist positions on
Asian immigration at the 1912 national convention, and the failure to politically and economically
support the CSC—led Harrison to conclude that Socialist Party leaders, like organized labor, put
the white “race first and class after.”25Harrison moved away from the Socialists and turned his
efforts toward the more egalitarian, militant, direct-action-oriented Industrial Workers of the
World. He was a featured speaker (along with the IWW leaders “Big Bill” Haywood, Elizabeth
Gurley Flynn, Carlo Tresca, and Patrick Quinlan) and the only Black speaker at the historic 1913
Paterson silk strike. He also publicly defended Haywood against attack by the right wing of the
Socialist Party on the issue of “sabotage.” SP leaders restricted his speaking, however. As their
attacks on both his political views and his principal means of livelihood intensified, his
disenchantment grew, and he left the party.After leaving the Socialist Party, Harrison founded the
“Radical Forum,” taught at the Modern School, and lectured indoors and out on a variety of
subjects including birth control and the racial aspects of the First World War. He was also
involved in, and arrested in, free-speech struggles. His outdoor lectures pioneered the tradition
of militant street-corner oratory in Harlem. As a soap-box orator he was brilliant and unrivaled.
Factual and interactive, logical and playful, he exhibited wonderful mastery of language, humor,
and irony, and, when appropriate, he employed a biting sarcasm. J. A. Rogers described how
“crowds flocked to hear him” and “would stand hours at a time” as he presented “the most
abstract matter in a clear and lively fashion.” Claude McKay emphasized how he spoke
“precisely and clearly,” with “fine intelligence and masses of facts.” A. Philip Randolph stressed
that he was “far more advanced” than any other speaker, that he “made an enduring and
valuable contribution to the life of the negro . . . and the world in general,” and that he was



“analytical” and “a good logician,” with a “fine mind” that “reached in all areas of human
knowledge.” Henry Miller remembered his “broad, good-natured grin,” “easy assurance,” “self-
possession,” and “dignity” as he playfully worked a crowd. With his enlightening, crowd-
engaging, popular, memorable, witty, and, at times, militant oratory, Harrison paved the way for
those who followed—including Randolph and Garvey—and, much later, Malcolm X.26By late
1916, his experiences with white supremacy within the socialist and labor movements
convinced him of the need for a “race-first” political perspective for Black Americans. The final
steps in this direction were made through the frontier of art as Harrison wrote several theater
reviews in which he described how the “Negro Theatre” revealed the “social mind” of the race
and offered a glimpse of “the Negro’s soul as modified by his social environment.” With his new
“race-first” approach Harrison served over the next few years as the founder and intellectual
guiding light of the “New Negro Manhood Movement,” better known as the “New Negro
Movement”27—the race-conscious, internationalist, mass-based, autonomous, militantly
assertive movement for “political equality, social justice, civic opportunity, and economic power,”
which laid the basis for the Garvey movement and contributed so significantly (especially with
his book reviews and “poetry for the people”) to the social and literary climate leading to the
1925 publication of Alain Locke’s well-known The New Negro. Harrison’s mass-based political
movement, however, was qualitatively different from the more middle-class, arts-based,
apolitical movement associated with Locke.28In 1917, as the “Great War” raged abroad, along
with race riots, lynching, segregation, discrimination, and white-supremacist ideology at home,
Harrison founded the Liberty League and The Voice. They were, respectively, the first
organization and the first newspaper of the “New Negro Movement,”29 and they were soon
followed by A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen’s Messenger, Cyril Briggs’s Crusader, and
Marcus Garvey’s Negro World. The Liberty League was called into being, Harrison explained, by
“the need for a more radical policy” than that of existing civil rights organizations such as the W.
E. B. Du Bois–influenced National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. He felt
that the NAACP too often limited itself to paper protests and repeatedly stumbled over the
problem of what to do “if these [‘white’] minds at which you are aiming remain unaffected” and
refuse “to grant guarantees of life and liberty.”30In contrast to the NAACP, the Liberty League
was not dependent on white supporters, and it aimed beyond the “Talented Tenth” at “the
common people” of the “Negro race.” Its program emphasized internationalism, political
independence, and class and race consciousness. In response to white supremacy, The Voice
called for a “race first” approach, full equality, federal antilynching legislation, enforcement of the
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, labor organizing, support of socialist and anti-imperialist
causes, political independence, and armed self-defense in the face of white-supremacist
attacks. It stressed that new Black leadership would emerge from the masses, and it was “under
[the Liberty League’s] banner [that] the West Indians and American Negroes first cooperated on
anything like a large scale.”31Contemporaries readily acknowledged that Harrison’s work
prepared the ground for the Garvey movement. From the Liberty League and The Voice (whose



weekly circulation reportedly reached 11,000 and estimated readership 55,000) came the core
progressive ideas and leaders later used by Marcus Garvey in the Universal Negro Improvement
Association and the Negro World. Harrison himself claimed, with considerable basis, that from
the Liberty League “Garvey appropriated every feature that was worthwhile in his movement”
and that the secret of Garvey’s success was that he “[held] up to the Negro masses those things
which bloom in their hearts—racialism, race-consciousness, racial solidarity—things taught first
in 1917 by The Voice and The Liberty League.”32After The Voice ceased publication in early
1918, Harrison briefly served as an organizer for the American Federation of Labor and then
chaired the Negro-American Liberty Congress. The June 1918 Liberty Congress (co-headed by
the long-time activist William Monroe Trotter) was the major wartime protest effort of African
Americans and an important precursor to subsequent protests during World War II and the
Vietnam War. The Liberty Congress issued demands against discrimination and segregation
and petitioned the U.S. Congress for federal antilynching legislation. The Liberty Congress’s
wartime demands for equality and thoroughgoing democracy were forerunners of the March on
Washington Movement led by A. Philip Randolph during World War II and the August 28, 1963,
March on Washington during the Vietnam War led by Randolph and Martin Luther King Jr. As an
elderly Randolph knowingly pointed out in 1972, with Harrison undoubtedly in mind, “The black
militants of today are standing upon the shoulders of the New Negro radicals of my day.”33The
autonomous and militant Liberty Congress effort was undermined by the U.S. Army’s antiradical
Military Intelligence Bureau in a campaign that was spearheaded by the NAACP founder Joel E.
Spingarn and involved W. E. B. Du Bois. Following the Liberty Congress, Harrison criticized Du
Bois for urging African Americans to forget justifiable grievances, for “closing ranks” behind
President Woodrow Wilson’s war effort, and for following Spingarn’s lead and seeking a
captaincy in Military Intelligence, the branch of government that monitored radicals and the
African American community. Harrison’s exposé, “The Descent of Dr. Du Bois,” was a principal
reason that Du Bois was denied the captaincy he sought in Military Intelligence, and more than
any other document it marked the significant break between the “New Negroes” and the older
leadership.34This first volume of Harrison’s biography concludes after he has been recognized
as a major national protest figure and as the founder and prominent leader of the growing New
Negro Movement. Though only thirty-five years old he had earned the title “the Father of Harlem
Radicalism.” He had challenged the powers of capitalism and white supremacy, offered
articulate and insightful criticisms of the leadership of Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du
Bois, served as the leading Black activist in the Socialist Party, founded The Voice and the
Liberty League, and been a radicalizing influence on the next generation of class and race
radicals. Harlem was establishing itself as the international center of radical Black thought and
Hubert Harrison was the leading voice of Harlem radicalism.The second volume of this
biography, Hubert Harrison: Race Consciousness and the Struggle for Democracy, 1918–1927
begins in 1918 after the Liberty Congress. Harrison attempted to take his race-conscious
message into the Deep South, but illness caused him to return to New York. Then, after a series



of bloody “race riots” in 1919, he edited the militant New Negro magazine, which was “intended
as an organ of the international consciousness of the darker races—especially of the Negro
race.” In January 1920 he became the principal editor of the Negro World, the organ of Marcus
Garvey’s UNIA, as that paper swept the globe with its race-conscious and internationalist
message. In one of the important chapters in the history of Black journalism, he reshaped and
developed that paper—changed its style, format, content, and editorial page—and was primarily
responsible for turning it into the preeminent radical, race-conscious, political, and literary
publication of that time. (Many of his most important editorials and reviews from this period [as
well as from the earlier Liberty League period] were reprinted in his book When Africa Awakes
[1920].) Over the first eight months of 1920, he was the Negro World’s chief radical
propagandist, and in August he was the one who gave radical tone to the UNIA’s “Declaration of
the Rights of the Negro Peoples of the World.”35By the UNIA’s August 1920 convention,
however, Harrison was highly critical of Garvey. His criticisms, articulated over the next few
years, concerned the extravagance of Garvey’s claims, his ego, his organizational leadership,
the conduct of his stock selling and financial schemes, and his politics and practices. Though
Harrison continued to write columns and book reviews for the Negro World into 1922, their
political differences grew, and Harrison worked against and sought to develop political
alternatives to Garvey. In particular, Harrison urged political action in terms of electoral politics:
he attempted to build an all-Black Liberty Party; he argued that African Americans’ principal
struggle was in the United States (and that they should not seek to develop a state or empire in
Africa); and he stressed that Africans, not African Americans, would lead struggles in Africa.36In
the 1920s, after breaking with Garvey, Harrison continued his full schedule of race-conscious
activities. He lectured for the New York City Board of Education’s elite “Trends of the Times”
series, which included prominent professors from the city’s foremost universities, as well as for
its “Literary Lights of Yesterday and Today” series. Through his lectures, book donations,
reviews, recommendations, and active involvement he helped to develop the 135th St. Public
Library’s “Negro literature and history” collection into what became the world-famous
Schomburg Center for Research in Black History, which stands as a living connection between
Black people and their history. His book and theater reviews and other writings appeared in
many of the leading periodicals of the day—including the New York Times, New York Tribune,
New York World, Nation, New Republic, Modern Quarterly, Pittsburgh Courier, Chicago
Defender, Amsterdam News, Boston Chronicle, and Opportunity magazine. He also spoke out
against the revived Ku Klux Klan and the white-supremacist attacks on the African American
community of Tulsa, Oklahoma, and he worked with numerous groups, including the Virgin
Island Congressional Council, the Democratic Party, the Farmer-Labor Party, the Single Tax
Party, the Sunrise Club, the American Friends Service Committee, the Urban League, the
Institute for Social Study, the Harlem Education Forum, the American Negro Labor Congress,
the Workers School, and the Workers (Communist) Party.One of his most important activities in
this period was the founding of the International Colored Unity League and its organ, The Voice



of the Negro. The ICUL was Harrison’s most broadly unitary effort and attempted “to do for the
Negro the things which the Negro needs to have done without depending upon or waiting for the
co-operative action of white people.” It urged Black people to develop “race consciousness” as a
defensive measure—to be aware of their racial oppression and to use that awareness to unite,
organize, and respond as a group. The 1924 ICUL platform had political, economic, and social
planks urging protests, self-reliance, self-sufficiency, and collective action and included as its
“central idea” the founding of “a Negro state, not in Africa, as Marcus Garvey would have done,
but in the United States” as an outlet for “racial egoism.” It was a plan for “the harnessing” of
“Negro energies” and for “economic, political and spiritual self-help and advancement.”37 It
preceded a somewhat similar plan by the Communist International by four years.38 In addition,
the ICUL, with Schomburg on its executive committee, took major steps in promoting the study
of Black history by hosting Harrison’s 1926 series of lectures on “World Problems of
Race.”39Overall, in his writing and oratory, Harrison’s appeal was both mass and individual. He
focused on the man and woman in the street, those whom he referred to with love and respect
as “the common people,” and emphasized the importance of each individual’s development of
an independent, critical attitude. His work was encouraged, sustained, and developed by his
intimate involvement with the Black community. By encouraging the development of strong
individuals working with “unity of purpose,” he was instrumental in awakening and nurturing the
growing strength and consciousness of that community.40The period during and after the First
World War was one of intense racial oppression and great Black migration from the South and
the Caribbean into urban centers, particularly in the North. Harrison’s (working-class and Black-
community-based) race-conscious mass appeal used newspapers, popular lectures, and street-
corner talks and marked a major shift in style and substance from the leadership approaches of
Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois, the paramount Black leaders of Harrison’s youth. He 
rejected Washington’s reliance on powerful white patrons and an internal Black patronage and
pressure machine (which deemphasized outward political struggle) and Du Bois’s reliance on
left or liberal white support and the “Talented Tenth of the Negro Race.” Harrison’s affective
appeal, later identified with that of Garvey, was aimed directly at the urban masses and, as the
Harlem activist Richard B. Moore explained, “More than any other man of his time, he [Harrison]
inspired and educated the masses of Afro-Americans then flocking into Harlem.”41Though he
lived amid and was extremely popular among the masses that “flocked to hear him,” Harrison,
according to Rogers, was often overlooked by “the more established conservative Negro
leaders, especially those who derived support from wealthy whites.” Others, “inferior . . . in ability
and altruism, received acclaim, wealth, and distinction” that were his due. When he died on
December 17, 1927, the Harlem community, in a major show of affection, turned out by the
thousands for his funeral. A church was (ironically) named in his honor, and his portrait was to be
placed prominently on the main floor of the 135th Street Public Library, which he, along with
bibliophile Arthur Schomburg and others, had helped to develop.42Despite these manifestations
of love and respect from his contemporaries, Harrison was quickly “unremembered” in death. He



lies buried in an unmarked, shared plot in Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx; the church named
in his honor was abandoned; his portrait donated to the library cannot be found; and his life story
and contributions are little known.Some reasons for this “unremembrance” are readily apparent.
Harrison was poor, Black, foreign born, and from the Caribbean. Each of these groups has
suffered from significant discrimination in the United States and limited inclusion in the historical
record. He opposed capitalism, white supremacy, and the Christian church—dominant forces of
the most powerful society in the world. He supported socialism, “race consciousness,” racial
equality, women’s equality, freethought, and birth control. The forces arrayed against the
expression of such ideas were, and continue to be, formidable. Others, most notably (the
similarly poor, Black, Caribbean-born) Garvey, who challenged the forces of white supremacy,
only began to receive increased attention with the increase in Black studies and popular history,
which were by-products of the civil rights and Black power struggles of the 1960s.43 Even then,
however, Harrison did not draw similar attention. In part this was undoubtedly due to his
“radicalism” on issues other than race—particularly on matters of class and religion.Age (and
what one does over time) is another factor. Harrison died young, much younger than
Washington, Du Bois, or Garvey. He was not martyred like King and Malcolm, who also died
young. His prolific pen and exhilarating oratory did not continue into the 1930s or any later
decades.There are also other additional factors that have served to keep Harrison’s
achievements and ideas from the prominence they deserve. He lived in poverty, had major
family financial responsibilities, and handled money poorly; these factors limited the success
and promotion of some activities. He was more of a freelance activist than many of his better
known contemporaries. He was not “somebody’s man, whether that somebody was a Vesey
Street Liberal, or Northern millionaire or a powerful politician” who would promote him and his
ideas. He would not, as he said, “bow the knee to Baal, because Baal is in power.” As a leader,
he generally disdained flattery and would not wheedle or cajole followers or supporters. He
found it difficult, in his words, “to suffer fools gladly.” Though he worked with many organizations
and played important roles in several key ones, he had no long-term, sustaining, and identifying
relationship with any organization or institution, and so lacked the recognition and support that
would have come with such a tie. As he explained in a 1922 letter, “I haven’t any group. I always
go alone, and find this much more productive of internal peace than the contrary process. And,
of course, I have no chieftains—well meaning or other.”44Importantly, Harrison was also an
inveterate critic whose style was candid and, at times, bitingly sarcastic. He criticized the ruling
classes, white supremacists, organized religion, organized labor, politicians, journalists,
historians, scientists, civil rights and race leaders, socialists and communists. Though his
comments were usually perceptive, well researched, and without malice, they often challenged
the established order and existing leaders and engendered reaction. As Rogers explains:Most
of the enmity against Harrison was incurred by his devastating candor. . . . He spoke out freely
what he thought, and more often than not it was with such annihilating sarcasm and wit, that
those whom he attacked never forgave him. Before he began his attacks, he usually collected



“the evidence” as he called it, consisting of verbatim utterances, verbal or printed, of the
prospective victim. . . . There was, however, no personal malice in Harrison’s shafts. Like a true
sportsman, he was willing to shake hands with an opponent as soon as he had descended from
the platform, and was surprised and hurt that others were not.45In particular, Harrison’s
willingness to directly challenge prominent leaders and organizations in left and African
American circles stung many of the individuals (Booker T. Washington, Mary White Ovington,
Oswald Garrison Villard, Ernest Untermann, Kate Richards O’Hare, Charles W. Anderson, Fred
R. Moore, Joel E. Spingarn, W. E. B. Du Bois, Chandler Owen, Kelly Miller, George E. Haynes,
Emmett Scott, Robert Russa Moton, Marcus Garvey, James Weldon Johnson, Carl Van
Vechten, and William Z. Foster) and groups (the American Federation of Labor, Socialist Party,
Communist Party, Urban League, NAACP, New York Age, Amsterdam News, New Review, and
Nation) most likely to keep his memory alive.Also of great importance is the fact that his
freethought and agnostic views and scientific approach posed serious challenges for many
religious leaders and distanced him from the Black church, the most powerful institution in the
Black community. Harrison was fully aware that “those who live by the people must needs be
careful of the people’s gods,” but it was advice he did not often heed.46 He was often more
candidly critical than calculatingly cautious, and “leaders” and organizations that might have
publicly preserved his memory made little effort to do so. Some actually led in the great neglect
that followed.In February 1928, less than two months after his massive funeral, Hodge Kirnon,
the influential grassroots Harlem activist, ominously observed in a letter to the editor of the Black
weekly New York News:It has now become a subject of popular discussion among thoughtful
people as to the reason for the absence of any mention of the late Hubert Harrison in the
columns of the three leading Negro monthly periodicals in this country. The Messenger—“a
journal of scientific radicalism” [edited by the socialist A. Philip Randolph] has not a word to say
concerning the death of the first and ablest Negro exponent of scientific radicalism. The Crisis
—“A Record of the Darker Races” [edited by the NAACP’s W. E. B. Du Bois] laments the passing
of [the boxer] “Tiger” Flowers, but omits to record the services of a man who was a lecturer for
the Board of Education, and of whom William Pickens says “can speak more easily, effectively
and interestingly on a greater variety of subjects than any other man I have met, even in the
great Universities.” Opportunity—“a Journal of Negro Life” [edited by the Urban League’s
Charles S. Johnson] is equally silent over the demise of an acknowledged first rate thinker—one
who gave liberally to the intellectual life of the Negro, and whose writings have appeared in that
journal.This concerted silence is ominous. It does appear that there is something wrong
somewhere.47Figure 0.2. J. A. Rogers, Ethiopia, 1935. Jamaica-born and self-educated Joel
Augustus Rogers (1880–1966) was a Pullman porter, journalist, and prolific researcher and
writer of Black history. In World’s Great Men of Color, Rogers describes Hubert Harrison as “the
foremost Afro-American intellect of his time” and claims that “none of the Afro-American leaders
of his time had a saner and more effective program.” Source: Courtesy of Thabiti Asukile and
Special Collections, John Hope and Aurelia Elizabeth Franklin Library, Fisk University, Nashville,



Tenn.There was indeed something wrong. A major figure, compared to Socrates by his peers,
was being ignored.48 The tragedy in this lies in the fact that Harrison’s life story has so very
much to offer. His journey from the depths of plantation poverty to political and intellectual
achievements of great influence is a powerful testament to human potential. He was, according
to Rogers, one of those “individuals of genuine worth and immense potentialities who dedicate
their lives to the advancement of their fellow-men.” His life was lived in poverty, yet he struggled
relentlessly for knowledge, understanding, and the uplift of common people. According to the
Pittsburgh Courier, Harrison, “despite the handicap of poverty, . . . became one of the most
learned men of his day and was able to teach the wide masses of his race how to appreciate
and enjoy all the finer things of life, to glance back over the whole history of mankind, and to look
forward [in the words of George Bernard Shaw] ‘as far as thought can reach.’”49Harrison’s life
story is made much more personal and human by the survival of his papers, which include
writings, books, photos, scrapbooks, memorabilia, and a diary that detail his intimate thoughts
on a wide range of subjects, personal matters, and relations with organizations and individuals.
These more intimate aspects of his biography further open the way for newer and deeper
understanding of the social and intellectual milieu of the early twentieth century.In recounting
this story, certain personal characteristics and limitations are important to recognize. Harrison
focused more on intellectual, educational, and agitational matters than organizational ones, and
this fact, coupled with his often critical approach, his disdain for flattery, and his unwillingness to
“suffer fools gladly,” somewhat limited his organizational leadership. He was an intellectual
whose message was more rational than emotional, and this limited the breadth of his appeal,
particularly in comparison to Garvey. He was an autodidact who ventured where his interests
led, and he often did not tend to practical matters well. He repeatedly underestimated the value
of money and handled it poorly, and, since he lived in poverty, money problems constantly beset
his efforts and caused severe hardship for his wife and five children. He sought to apply science
and rationality to social problems during a period when the sciences (like the rest of society)
contained many racist views, and he encountered contradictions (such as those pertaining to
the concept and “shifting reality” of race)50 that affected the work he did. He advocated
rationalist freethought and severely distanced himself (particularly in the early years) from the
Black church—the most important institution in the African American community. His political
independence and willingness to openly challenge existing leaders and leadership often
resulted in financial difficulties, circumscribed some political options, and at times put pressure
on him to move in less desired political directions. His views on women and gender oppression
were, at times, as Bill Fletcher Jr. of the Black Radical Congress suggests, not up to the level of
“his otherwise radical approach to life and politics.” He also was a man of amorous affairs
(including interracial affairs and one with Garvey’s first wife, Amy Ashwood), and he, at times,
practiced a sexual double standard. These more personal matters hurt his home life and,
despite his great love for his children, caused his relationship with his wife, Lin, to suffer some
particularly difficult times.51Harrison, however, had strengths that were remarkable. He faced



the world with a critical mind, intellectual honesty, and “eyes wide-open.” His radicalism was
grounded in his study, his analysis of society, and his practical work. He was not rhetorical,
utopian, or dogmatic. He stressed modern and historical knowledge, critical and scientific
approaches to problems, political independence while working with different groups and parties,
and concern with the great democratic issues of the day. His approach was eminently sane, and
he worked tirelessly and indefatigably for the “common people.” The radicalism in all this stems
from the fact that it came from an African American who would not deny that race and class
divided America. Then, as now, the basic demands for economic justice premised on true racial
equality struck at the very heart of the existing social order and were inherently radical.52This
last point suggests a principal reason why Harrison’s life story is important. In the period of the
First World War, Harrison was the most class conscious of the race radicals, and the most race
conscious of the class radicals. This seeming incongruity was made possible by the political-
economic system of the United States, a system in which, according to the historian Theodore
W. Allen, racial oppression was central to capitalist rule. An exploration of how Harrison was
radical on both issues sheds considerable light on the nature of U.S. society and the essence of
racial oppression. It also sheds considerable light, as Harrison explained, on the radical
implications of true democracy and equality for African Americans.53The observations of
journalist Oscar J. Benson offered at the time of Harrison’s death are instructive. Benson
recognized both the importance of Harrison’s life story and the key to capturing its essence
when he explained:[There are those] in every generation whose knowledge is not hoarded:
whose intellect is practical; and whose services are unlimited in the community in which they
live, and naturally no one knows of their community without knowing of them. To this class of
preceptors Hubert Harrison belongs.Literary men of this class are seldom honored by
posterity . . . their philosophy must be caught on a fly. Like the plain “old uncle” Socrates they go
about teaching here and there, their audiences are vast, and they are always in popular
demand . . . Harrison was of this type. But he was more. He was original. . . . he instituted a new
school of social thought, packed a new forum, dignified the soap-box orator; blocked Lenox and
Seventh Avenue traffic; sent humble men to libraries and book stores; sent them about to day
and night schools; taught Negroes to think for themselves; taught them that in spite of all the
handicaps of slavery and propaganda of anthropologists and sociologists, who said that the
Negro was an imitator, that no one knew what the Negro could do until he tried. . . .He . . . made
great men his teachers, but not his masters. He was always willing to help or encourage a young
writer or speaker. He saw the present condition of the Negro but anticipated a brighter
future. . . .His biography . . . [cannot be written], unless it be culled from the influence his
teachings had upon the lives of others.54PARTIIntellectual Growth and
DevelopmentCHAPTER1Crucian Roots (1883–1900)Hubert Harrison, the son of plantation-
working, Afro-Caribbean parents—an unmarried Barbadian immigrant mother and a formerly
enslaved, absentee Crucian father—lived his first seventeen years on the Caribbean island of St.
Croix, a colony of Denmark, where he worked as a servant, knew poverty, and developed an



empathy with the poor. He was also able to pursue opportunities for study and self-study; to
receive a good basic education; to be influenced by an exemplary Black teacher; and to obtain
work as an assistant teacher. As a youth, living among immigrant and native laboring people, he
grew up with an identifiable drive and a breadth to his perspective. He also developed an
awareness of his African roots and of the Crucian people’s rich history of direct-action mass
struggle. Overall, it was a period in which, despite obstacles, he had a loving family life and he
was able to cultivate a love of learning, nurture his dreams, and grow with the belief that he was
the equal of any other.When he moved to New York City at the turn of the twentieth century,
Harrison brought a multicultural Crucian background, reading and writing skills, intellectual
curiosity, and a feeling of oneness with the downtrodden—all of which would be important in his
future work. In the United States, however, he confronted the harsh realities of class exploitation
and racial oppression quite unlike anything he knew at home. While his U.S. experiences
enabled him to pursue his intellectual interests in a manner that was not possible in St. Croix;
they also increasingly pushed him in the direction of class and race radicalism.His early years in
the Caribbean set the stage for later developments. Unfortunately, biographical documentation
from the island that Harrison and others referred to as “Santa Cruz” was, for most of the last
century, extremely difficult to locate and to access. Vast quantities of historical documents and
government records were removed from St. Croix to the national archives of Denmark and the
United States after the American government purchased the Danish West Indies in 1917.
Serious research efforts confronted the difficult problem of trying to locate and access materials
that were widely scattered on two continents and in the Virgin Islands. This situation is now in the
process of being addressed through digitization efforts by the national archives of Denmark and
the United States, and also through the extraordinary research and documentation efforts of the
internationally coordinated St. Croix African Roots Project.1In Harrison’s case, the historical
particulars that have been located come from his “diary” and family; from church, census,
immigration, and other archival records; and from newspapers and other published sources. The
published items, many of which Harrison undoubtedly influenced, were at times contradictory.
This was likely because of occasional efforts to embellish in order to obtain employment and
because for most of his life in America he was not a citizen of the United States2 and was
possibly subject to arrest and deportation.3 It is reasonable to treat many of the published
sources with caution.Nevertheless, by selecting salient factors in the history, political economy,
class structure, and social relations of St. Croix and combining these with the known particulars
of Harrison’s family life and youth, a picture does emerge. We see how the colonial, class, race,
and social relations on the island shaped his thinking; how he was nurtured in a caring support
network; why he took the bold step of emigrating from the Virgin Islands to New York in 1900;
and how he had developed, in embryo, the core characteristics—race and class consciousness,
sensitivity to human suffering, and an independent and wide-ranging intellect—that so marked
his later life.The island of St. Croix offers a pleasant natural environment, which cloaks an
identifiably violent history of human development. It occupies eighty-four square miles in the



northern Leeward chain of the Lesser Antilles, about seventeen hundred miles south of New
York and sixty-five miles southeast of Puerto Rico. Its diverse terrain includes broken ranges of
hills rising to twelve hundred feet in the northwest corner and a well-watered flat coastal plain in
the center and south. The coastline, for the most part, is low-lying, and there are good natural
harbors. Temperatures average close to eighty degrees Fahrenheit, with little seasonal variation,
and rainfall, chiefly comprising brief but heavy showers, averages slightly over forty inches a
year. Despite occasional drought, a variety of food from both land and sea has traditionally been
available. Commenting on the climate, with words that could apply more generally to the island’s
natural environment, and perhaps with a touch of island pride, the historian Erik J. Lawaetz has
claimed that, excluding hurricanes (which on occasion have been devastating), “the worst day in
St. Croix . . . is better than the best days in most other places.”4The island’s pre-Columbian
inhabitants came from elsewhere in the Americas and found their new home hospitable. The first
to arrive were small groups of hunters and gatherers around 300 to 400 B.C. They gave way to
the agricultural Arawaks or Taino (who named the island “Ay-Ay”) around 100 to 200 A.D. The
Arawaks were subsequently displaced by Carib migrants, from northern South America, who
arrived between 1350 and 1400. All of these indigenous peoples lived relatively comfortably off
the natural resources of the island.5Estate Concordia, where Hubert was born, is located near
the Salt River estuary—a focal point of St. Croix’s early history and the place where that
Caribbean island’s subordination to European domination literally began. On November 14,
1493, the essentially self-sufficient social order of the island’s Carib inhabitants was jolted by the
arrival of Christopher Columbus with seventeen ships, and twelve hundred armed men under
the Spanish flag at the river’s mouth. Columbus’s men made a brief incursion onto land and
seized some children and women (at least one of whom was raped), attempted to overtake a
canoe at a place subsequently called Cabo de Fleches (“Cape of the Arrows”), and then met
with resistance from the canoe’s Carib warriors. In the ensuing skirmish—the first recorded fight
between Europeans and Caribs—one Carib warrior and one Spaniard were killed. Within hours
Columbus and his fleet left for a chain of islands visible to the north, which would prove both less
hostile and more suitable to their needs. Columbus named these islands “las Virgenes” (the
Virgins) after St. Ursula and the eleven thousand martyred virgins alleged to have been
murdered by the Huns at Cologne.6During the ensuing sixteen years, the Spanish left the
aggressive Caribs of Ay-Ay, which Columbus had renamed “Sancta Crux” (Latin for Holy Cross),
largely untouched, while they concentrated on conquering the larger, Taino-occupied islands of
Hispaniola and Puerto Rico (Borinquen). The calm on St. Croix was broken in 1509, when
Spanish slave traders from Puerto Rico (acting in the spirit of a royal cedula that allowed for the
enslavement of Caribs on the grounds that they were heathens and practiced cannibalism)
raided the island and took 150 captives. In 1511, the enraged Crucian Caribs joined forces with
the Borinquen Tainos in an attempt to drive the Spaniards from Puerto Rico. The Spanish then
forcefully attacked St. Croix, driving those island Caribs who were not taken captive into the
northern Virgin Islands and then eastward into the northern Leeward Islands.7By 1515,



European military might had depopulated St. Croix. The Spanish Empire showed little interest in
the mineral-deprived island (which had little potential for use as a major colony or a military
installation), and St. Croix remained essentially uninhabited for over a century. Then, in the
1630s, small groups of English, French, and Dutch settled at different locations on the island.
These new occupants fought among themselves, and against the Spanish, and by 1650, the
French emerged triumphant and began to colonize St. Croix. Small numbers of French planters,
using European servants and enslaved Africans, established a precarious agricultural economy,
which was supplemented by smuggling with the neighboring islands of St. Thomas and Puerto
Rico. St. Croix was far from the center of French power in the region, and its new occupants
were unruly, hard to govern, defiant of authority, and given to marronage. The cost of controlling
and defending these recalcitrants outweighed any meager returns they generated for the mother
country, and the French government consequently decided to shut down the colony. In January
1696 a French fleet removed the free and enslaved inhabitants (excepting some who went
maroon) to the fledgling colony of St. Dominique (later Haiti).8Between 1696 and 1733, St.
Croix, though nominally French, was essentially free from colonial dominion. It was frequented
by people marginalized by capitalistic development in the region including maroons, freebooters,
debtors, and deserters. Developing capitalism would tolerate a vacuum in the region for only so
long, however, and in 1733, Denmark, which had established colonies in nearby St. Thomas and
St. John, purchased St. Croix from France with the expectation of turning it into a producer of
sugar cane. The island, which contained 150 English settlers, 456 enslaved African inhabitants,
and an unknown number of maroons, was then turned over to the Danish West India and Guinea
Company, which began its colonization in 1734. The company imposed an ordered plan that
divided the island into nine quarters, which were subdivided into estates that were sold at low
cost to the already resident foreigners and to immigrant planters from the neighboring English,
French, and Dutch sugar islands. As a result of these developments, St. Croix’s population was
characterized by ethnic heterogeneity. While Danes took most jobs in government
administration, few became planters. In 1755 company rule came to an end, and the Danish
West Indies (comprising St. Croix, St. Thomas, St. John, and some inlets and cays) became a
royal colony of Denmark with its capital at Christiansted, St. Croix’s main seaport.9In an attempt
to develop St. Croix’s sugar economy on a profitable basis, Denmark actively increased its
participation in the transatlantic slave trade. Captured Africans were imported from four Danish
forts maintained along the coast of modern day Ghana, from three factories in Africa, and from a
wide trading area that stretched from Sierra Leone to Angola. Between 1755 and 1792, an
estimated 22,000 Africans were sold into slavery on St. Croix. In that period, the island’s
enslaved population, which because of harsh conditions could not sustain itself through natural
reproduction, increased from 8,285 to 22,240. The Moravian missionary C. G. A. Oldendorp
visited the Danish West Indies between 1767 and 1769 and reported interviews with Fulani,
Mandigoes, Amina, Akims, Popos, Ibos, and Yorubas. Of these African peoples it is believed that
Akan-Amina speakers of Twi were the most numerous. While most enslaved newcomers came



from Africa, a large number (many of whom were Creoles), were also imported from neighboring
Caribbean islands. By 1792 the diverse, enslaved population on St. Croix plantations was 54
percent Creole and 46 percent African.10The oppressive slavery established on St. Croix was
maintained by severe repression. Pursuant to laws passed under Governor Philip Gardelin in
1733 (called “Gardelin’s Code”) activities such as dancing, feasts, plays, and drumming were
prohibited. Punishments included use of hot irons, severing of limbs, branding, whipping and
torture, and their severity has led the Virgin Island social scientist Malik Sekou to conclude that
the “Danish slave codes were among the most brutal.”11Such repression led to various forms of
resistance. In 1745 three hundred people escaped their slavery by fleeing to Puerto Rico. In
1746 and 1759 major conspiracies to organize mass rebellion were discovered and thwarted.
Marronage, including mass desertions to Puerto Rico, persisted until slavery was ended by the
collective action of those enslaved in 1848.12In the three and a half decades before Hubert’s
birth, Crucians undertook two major direct-action mass struggles—one an enslaved-led
rebellion to end slavery and the other an armed rebellion followed by a general strike for better
working conditions. Crucian working people referred to these two struggles as “the first free” and
“the second free.”13On July 3, 1848, several thousand “slaves,” reputedly led by the legendary
Black liberator “Buddhoe” (born John Gottliff, aka “Buddho,” “Budhoe,” “Buddo,” “Burdeaux,” or
“Moses Gottlieb”), staged an essentially nonviolent demonstration in Frederiksted (the island’s
second-largest town) demanding their freedom. This determined collective action forced
Governor Peter Karl Frederik von Scholten to decree an end to slavery in the Danish West
Indies. This struggle, as the historian Neville Hall points out, was “the Caribbean’s second
successful slave uprising” (after Haiti).14Though some 17,000 people had won freedom from
slavery in 1848, the ensuing repressive Labor Act of 1849 established year-long labor contracts,
five-day sunrise-to-sunset workweeks, prohibitions against refusal of work (including refusals by
children), requirements to give notice before termination of work, and fixed (nonnegotiable)
wages for three classes of workers of five, ten, and fifteen cents a day. The emancipation victory
and subsequent restrictive labor law led Crucian workers to seek to terminate their contracts and
leave the plantations, resulted in a growing labor shortage, and prompted a postemancipation
influx of immigrant laborers (some 5,000 arrived between 1859 and 1870). Many of these
immigrants were unemployed, hungry, and desperate Barbadians who, lured by recruiting
agents, began arriving in great numbers in the 1860s and were subsequently described by
planters as “troublemakers.” By 1880 the census would list 1,023 Barbadians (329 women and
694 men) on St. Croix.15Thirty years after the 1848 emancipation victory, workers of the island,
chanting the watchword “our side”—and inspired by rebel leader “Queen Mary” Thomas (a thirty-
year-old Antiguan immigrant and “canefield worker with a genius for leadership”), “Queen
Agnes,” “Queen Matilda,” and others—conducted a week-long militant labor rebellion known as
the “Fireburn.” It was the beginning of the second great labor struggle in island history. The 1878
struggle opposed the oppressive labor contracts, low wages, wage inequalities, unequal
employment opportunities, vagrancy laws, lack of upward mobility, and reduced medical



services. During that struggle laborers expressed “profound dissatisfaction” with their conditions,
foreign-born and native-born workers demonstrated class solidarity, and immigrants “played a
prominent, even decisive role.” Fifty-three sugar plantations and fifteen stock estates out of
seventy-nine estates on the island were severely damaged. At least 84 Black laboring-class
people (and possibly as many as 250) were killed, however, as groups of plantation owners,
managers, and overseers known as the “Volunteers,” engaged in murders, beatings, and arrests.
A year later, some real gains in working conditions were consolidated through an islandwide
general strike that gained workers freedom of movement and the right to negotiate terms of their
employment. The “Fireburn” and general strike occurred only a few years before Hubert’s
birth.16Despite such struggle, at the time of Hubert’s birth in 1883 island life for the majority of
the population continued to be shaped by outside domination and capitalist greed. St. Croix had
a declining population of eighteen to nineteen thousand and a political economy centered on
sugar (and related rum) production based on the owner-laborer, owner-renter-laborer, and
tenant forms of capitalist relations of production. Continuing planter dominance was assured
through their control of the legislative and land body, the Colonial Council, and it was further
facilitated by a generally sympathetic governing Danish bureaucracy in both the mother country
and the colonies. All important legislation for the island had to be approved in Denmark and
implemented through generally autocratic colonial governors. For the propertyless laborers and
their kin, daily existence was a constant struggle to meet the necessities of food, clothing, and
shelter under an economic system in which others owned the principal means of making a living
and in which true freedom was little more than a wish. This would continue to be the case after
the United States purchased the Virgin Islands for $25 million and they were formally transferred
on March 31, 1917, six days before the United States entered the First World War.17Figures 1.1,
1.2, 1.3. In the three and a half decades before Harrison’s birth, Crucians undertook major direct-
action mass struggles, referred to by laboring people as “the first free” and “the second free.” In
1848 the legendary Black liberator “Buddhoe” reportedly played a leading role in the successful
enslaved-led emancipation struggle, the second such victorious struggle (after Haiti) in the
Caribbean. In 1878, workers of the island, inspired by “Queen Mary” Thomas and other
insurgents, and chanting the watchword “our side,” sparked the militant, week-long labor
rebellion known as the “Fireburn,” which grew and matured into an October 1879 general strike
that won major gains for working people. Harrison, influenced by such roots, would become a
leading proponent of militant, direct-action mass struggle.Figure 1.1. (left) “Buddhoe,” from a
woodcut rendering by Charles E. Taylor, c. 1888. Source: Courtesy of the Enid M. Baa Public
Library, St. Thomas, United States Virgin Islands.Figure 1.2. (right) “Queen Mary” Thomas,
undated, sketch by Charles E. Taylor. Source: Courtesy of the Enid M. Baa Public Library, St.
Thomas, United States Virgin Islands.Figure 1.3. The Fireburn, 1878. Source: Courtesy of the
Department of Prints and Photographs, the Royal Library, Copenhagen.One of the more
significant political aspects of St. Croix’s colonial history was the general lack of democratic
institutions. The right to vote was restricted by a colonial law of 1863 to males who had property



yielding $75 annually or who received a yearly income of $300 or more. In the 1880s the average
wage for a field laborer was about $60 per year and, as late as 1921, four years after the island
became a U.S. possession, only 475 males out of a population of 23,000 people on the island
had the franchise. The voting laws were not significantly changed in Harrison’s lifetime, including
the years after the U.S. purchase, and he never forgot his time as a colonial subject and this lack
of democracy. Decades later he explained that a subject is one “who owes allegiance to a
government, its laws and officials without having, as a right, the power to make or remake that
government or these laws” while a citizen is “the source of that government” to whom allegiance
is owed.18While the colonial status shaped the island’s political economy during Harrison’s
youth, the day in, day out, economic conditions bore most directly on the majority of the Crucian
population. They faced a constant struggle for bare subsistence. According to author Valdemar
A. Hill Sr., “The name of the game was human exploitation” and “black people, . . . [though]
‘promoted’ from slaves to ‘Danish subjects’ remained a landless proletariat still dependent upon
white colonists for economic survival.”19During Harrison’s years on the island the
consequences of the exploitation and oppression were manifest in various ways. Wages
remained low, fluctuating between twenty and fifty cents per day for agricultural workers.
Insufficient wages and difficult work conditions were further aggravated by droughts and low
sugar prices, which prompted planters to cut back on housing, sanitation, and health care. Such
conditions resulted in exceptionally high mortality rates, as well as in an increase in emigration,
two factors that combined to reduce St. Croix’s population from 22,760 in 1870 to 14,901 in
1917. Overall, the conditions during Harrison’s St. Croix years are well described by Florence
Lewisohn, who writes that “a widespread sense of uncertainty was the keynote of the whole
second half of the 19th Century on St. Croix.” The historian Isaac Dookhan, focusing on the
mass of laborers, emphasizes that their plight in particular was “increasingly grave.”20Despite
the economic uncertainty and hardship during Harrison’s youth, colonial St. Croix’s oppressive
economic conditions were, for a while, mitigated by West African traditions. These traditions
were reinforced by a climate similar to that found in parts of West Africa, by the preponderance
of people of African descent in the population, and by what the historian Neville A. T. Hall refers
to as “the socially learned and transmitted” patterns of the community that were developed by
descendants of people from the African region between Upper Guinea and Angola.21Harrison
recollected some of these customs in an article on the Virgin Islands. He pointed out that the
“black people of the Virgin Islands are almost entirely of African extraction,” and their social
characteristics are only “adequately understood and appreciated by similar reference to
characteristics to be found in the West African Negroes from among whom the slaves for the
Danish islands were mainly drawn—the locale extending from the Upper Gold Coast to the
south-eastern limits of Nigeria.” Among customs “rooted in the African communal system” that
he noted werea free public garden on every plantation which was stocked with fruit trees:
mangoes, mammy-apples, sour-sops, avocados, sugar-apples, and bananas. These were to be
had for the picking not only by every person resident on such plantations (or “estates,” as they



were called) but also by any strangers who happened to pass by. The fishes and shrimps in any
“gut” or stream were just as free to everyone and the most popular method of taking them was
that of throwing buckets of lees or liquid sugar-cane refuse into a small stream and picking out
the intoxicated fish as they floated helplessly to the shore. Every family of agricultural laborers
(like the English white slaves of the 13th century) had its own half-acre of provision land on
which yams, tannias, okra, sago and potatoes were produced as additions to the regular dietary,
the surplus being regularly disposed of in the towns on Saturday (which was a weekly holiday) in
markets that exactly reproduced those to be found today in the hinterlands of Sierra Leone,
Liberia, the Cameroons and Yoruba.22Harrison added that these “communal extensions of
individual economics” had enabled the agricultural laborer under Danish rule to “keep himself
and his family healthy and well-dressed, and send some of the children to private school on 20
cents a day.”23Nevertheless, on St. Croix (where, by 1930, twenty families and one foreign
industrial group owned 80 percent of the land) the trend was “always,” according to a Hampton-
Tuskegee study, “to reduce the standards of labor to the cheapest possible.” Harrison
maintained that after the United States expressed interest in the Danish West Indies in 1867 “the
sugar industry . . . shrunk disastrously, and the black West Indian laborers . . . [began] to pour
into the cities of our North Atlantic states in numbers that steadily increased as the years rolled
by.”24 The African communal traditions could not counterbalance the capitalist greed of the
European colonialism or the economic pressure of the declining sugar and rum industries that
continually forced families below the subsistence level. It was this economic pressure that was
one of the important factors pushing Harrison and others to emigrate.The economic pressure on
laboring people weighed ever more heavily because, despite the island’s history of struggle,
there was an effective system of social control in place. The roots and maintenance of that
system are essential to understanding how and why the color line was drawn differently in St.
Croix than in the United States. The differently drawn color line is also instructive in explaining
the subsequent development of race consciousness in Harrison.The Crucian economy, like the
U.S. economy, was one in which the rich owners of capital dominated the poor and propertyless.
For the ruling class this domination involved two principal tasks: first, social control had to be
maintained; second, efforts were made to maximize profits. As in any system in which the poor
greatly outnumber the rich, a method of social control had to be devised—a method to enlist
support of other groups on the side of the rich. Such groups serve a buffer social control function
in that they deflect and shield direct attacks on the rich and they act as agents for the rich among
and against the poor. In both St. Croix and the United States the color line was the key to social
control, but, because of different historical particulars and history of class struggle, the color line
was drawn differently in each place. How it was drawn in St. Croix, where “free colored” were the
key, influenced Harrison’s youth, while how it was drawn in the United States, where the “white
race” was the key, greatly influenced his adult years.25In St. Croix, color and class tended to
coincide. Using statistics from the 1917 census, the “white” (or “unmixed” European-descended)
population was only 4–5 percent of the total population, and it was the prime constituent of the



upper class. The 80 percent or greater “Negroes” (of “unmixed” African descent) constituted the
primary laboring or lower class. An intermediate buffer social control middle stratum of perhaps
13 percent of the whole was composed primarily of “colored” (the offspring of European- and
African-descended people).26This social-control structure was particularly affected by the fact
that, in contrast to England’s peopling of Virginia, Maryland, and other plantation colonies to the
north with surplus English laborers, few laborers from Denmark went to its island colonies.
(According to William W. Boyer, “the proportion of slaves in the Virgin Islands exceeded 88
percent in 1789.”) In St. Croix during slavery, free people of color served in the militia, were
sometimes promoted into the middle class, and, if of acceptable behavior and standing, were
allowed to register as “white.” The historian Theodore W. Allen, whose work focuses on racial
oppression, the historical particulars of class struggle and social control in Virginia, and the
invention of the “white race” as a ruling-class social-control formation, offers important insights.
While taking into consideration the history of the class struggle, geography, and other factors,
Allen stresses that “the key to understanding the difference between [the] Virginia ruling-class
policy of ‘fixing a perpetual brand’” on African Americans and “the policy of the West Indian
planters of formally recognizing the middle-class status ‘colored’ descendant (and other Afro-
Caribbeans who earned special merit by their service to the regime)” was “rooted in the
objective fact that in the West Indies there were too few laboring-class Europeans to embody an
adequate petit bourgeoisie, while in the continental colonies there were too many to be
accommodated in the ranks of that class.” In St. Croix, as the historian Eric Williams explains,
“the free people of color . . . served as a convenient buffer between whites and blacks” and under
the Danes “was established the Caribbean tradition of race relations” in which “emphasis was on
color, not race; and color was closely associated with class, and even determined by class.”
Neville A. T. Hall adds that “incipient class formation” was emphasized and coloreds were
systematically promoted into intermediate positions.27These two developments—promotion of
people of African ancestry into the militia and the fostering of class development among African
peoples—were, by the eighteenth century, noticeably lacking in the plantation colonies to the
north. There, as Allen points out, “whites” of all classes made up the slave patrols (a principal
instrument of social control), and African Americans were denied “the normal social distinctions
characteristic of class systems.”28 In Virginia, for example, the key to social control was not
“coloreds,” but the “white race,” a social-control formation comprising European Americans and
excluding African Americans, including “free colored.” “Whites” of all classes performed the
social-control function and were the principal support of the existing order, despite the fact that
the great majority were laboring people, not promoted out of their class, who were acting against
their own class interests. In addition, not only were free people of African descent excluded from
the buffer social control formation but, both pre- and postemancipation (and during Harrison’s
entire life), those of African descent constantly faced severe racial proscriptions.29A related
difference between the two societies concerned the organization and racial policy of whites. On
top of the Crucian political and economic class structure, the white group maintained its



dominance without the more starkly organized racial policy of its U.S. counterpart. This was in
part because of Denmark’s reliance on what Neville Hall calls a “‘colonization by invitation’” that
introduced other Europeans into the population, and in part because of the relative shortage of
European laborers and the ruling class’s need for other, nonwhite support. It was this need for
additional support that led to the use of “free coloreds” in the militia and to the 1834 Edict of Full
Equality between whites and free coloreds that was sponsored by Peter Carl Frederik von
Scholten, the governor-general of the Danish West Indies in Christiansted. The psychologist
Albert A. Campbell points out that the white ruling elite “fostered the development” of the “free-
colored” buffer group, and, in so doing, “they yielded a considerable degree of equality to the
favored members of the colored group, but they succeeded in maintaining their own minority in a
position of social and political domination.”30The historian Gwendolyn Midlo Hall emphasizes
the important fact that white supremacy was “more powerful in the United States than elsewhere
in the Americas.” Legalized segregation and lynching terror in the United States were but two of
many major contrasts with St. Croix. Throughout Harrison’s lifetime, as he and another West
Indian–born leader, Marcus Garvey, would observe, organized white supremacy (and
concomitant race consciousness among Blacks) was far more pronounced in the United States
than in St. Croix or elsewhere in the West Indies. This difference would lead Jamaica-born
Claude McKay to explain, after coming to the United States, “It was the first time I had ever come
face to face with such manifest, implacable hatred of my race, and my feelings were
indescribable.” While he “had heard of prejudice in America, he “never dreamed of it being so
intensely bitter.”31The social-control system that developed in St. Croix was an important factor
in the earlier emancipation on the island. During the first part of the nineteenth century, the
Crucian free coloreds’ resistance to their oppression and unequal status intensified. They also
mingled socially and sexually with the enslaved population. Consequently, the ruling elite in St.
Croix were less sure of their loyalty than their counterpart elite in the United States were of the
support of the laboring “white race” population. In St. Croix, there was, according to Neville Hall,
a “demystification of whiteness as a mechanism of social control,” which “hastened the slaves’
disposition to confront the structures that oppressed them.”32By the time of Hubert’s birth there
was a clear and distinct racial shaping of the economic structure of Crucian society. Though the
island’s economy was based on agriculture, farm owners were a tiny portion of the population,
and the majority of the working “Negro” population was engaged in agricultural labor or tenancy.
Of those who did own farms, approximately one-third were “Negroes” and another one-sixth
Colored (including the two co-owners of Estate Concordia, where Harrison was born). Very few
of the farms in “Negro” hands were large. Importantly, however, “Negro” landholding and some
concomitant upward social mobility were possible. A comparison between the 1917 U.S. census
of the Virgin Islands and the 1920 U.S. census statistics from Black Belt counties in the Deep
South (in Alabama, Mississippi, Florida, Georgia, and Louisiana) is revealing. It shows that the
rate of “Negro” and “colored” farm ownership in St. Croix was almost 80 percent higher than that
of “Negro” (“colored” included) farm ownership in the selected U.S. Black Belt counties.33Under



St. Croix’s tripartite social structure, class differences among those of African descent were
more pronounced than in the United States, and there were opportunities during Harrison’s
years on the island for some Black Crucians to achieve upward class mobility. In addition, Black
people were limited far less by racial proscription in St. Croix, where formal “race discriminating
rules of law did not exist.”34This was particularly true in the area of education. Schooling was
compulsory for those age six to thirteen, and, as Harrison explained, the “similarly situated”
Crucian was “furnished . . . with a more thorough and competent intellectual equipment than
race-prejudiced America has given to the Negro American.” Nevertheless, in the West Indies as
in the United States, the educational system was controlled by “whites.” Training for whites was
in general superior to that for Blacks, and instruction emphasized notions of white superiority
and Black inferiority. As Harrison later described, “The Negro boy and girl, getting the same
(though worse) instruction, also get from it the same notion of the Negro’s [inferior] place and
part in life which the white children get.”35Still, in such a situation, in which a talented Black
person was able to excel and whites were not as “race conscious” as in the United States,
Harrison, a precocious youth, was able to stand out and grow with the belief that he was the
equal of any other. This would seem to explain, in part, his recollection of racial relations in his
homeland in contrast to his U.S. experience. In 1923, in the midst of the U.S. naval occupation of
St. Croix that political scientist Gordon K. Lewis has depicted as marked by “American white
racist contempt for the Negro population,” Harrison described the U.S. navy (which was officially
racially segregated in 1920) as an occupation force “in which ‘Southernism’ runs riot.”36 He
contrasted its racial practices with the racial experiences of his youth:During the Danish days
there were “superior” and “inferior” people on the islands; but in no instance were they made so
by the color of their skin. This doctrine of chromatic inferiors and superiors has been violently
thrust upon the islanders by the personnel of the naval administration. . . . If the lines of social
and economic cleavage had at any time followed those of chromatics . . . I knew of no such
thing.37Harrison added that Virgin Islanders “had no previous acquaintance with the psychology
of race-prejudice and the harsh superciliousness of the Navy officials” did “much to disillusion
them.”38Overall, the broad, shaping influences of St. Croix are clear. The monocultural economy
centered on sugar and the pressures of capitalism weighed heavily on the laboring people who,
as colonial subjects, had no formal say in island governance. Some African communal customs
helped to lessen the pressure, but the main force that had historically checked exploitation and
oppression was mass struggle by those at the bottom of society—Black laborers, both native
born and foreign born. While Black people were, in general, at the bottom and white people were
on top, the color line was drawn differently in St. Croix than in the United States. There was a
conscious policy of promotion, not strict proscription, for a significant sector of the African-
descended population. Because, in large part, of the history of struggle and the social-control
needs of the ruling elite, St. Croix had no history of lynch terror and no formal segregation, class
development among people of African descent was fostered, and white supremacy was not as
virulent or as organized as in the United States. The young Black youth on St. Croix could grow



with experiences and expectations significantly different than those of a counterpart youth in the
United States. Harrison’s early years are a case in point.Those early years are better understood
when the specific details of Harrison’s family history are added to the broad shaping influences
of St. Croix history. These specifics, drawn from a wide variety of original sources, from the work
of island historian George F. Tyson, and from the St. Croix African Roots Project, are particularly
instructive in depicting Harrison’s laboring class and immigrant roots and aspects of his family
life and his family’s living conditions.A July 7, 1883, baptism record in St. John’s Episcopal
Church in Christiansted states that “Hubert Henry” was born to Cecilia Elizabeth Haines
(sometimes elsewhere spelled as Haynes or Hynes) on April 27 on Estate Concordia. His
godparents were listed as Elizabeth Hendricks, Charles Hendricks, and Catherine Cornelius.
The estate, located in Queen’s Quarter, was co-owned by Robert McCormick and William H.
Heyliger, two men of color. It focused on sugar production, and, according to the 1880 St. Croix
census, it included one hundred residents and fifty-seven households. (In 1859 Heyliger, a
wealthy Christiansted merchant, united Estate Concordia with Estate Salt River, and they were
operated jointly under his ownership until 1890.) The baptism record noticeably leaves blank
both the spaces for listing the baby’s father (a common practice regarding unwed parents in the
Anglican Church) and that for his mother’s occupation. This suggests that Cecilia was not
married and that she was not working under a formal labor contract. Like other poor women on
the island, she probably did agricultural work and had principal responsibility for her
children.39Figure 1.4. Baptism Record of Hubert Harrison in St. John’s Episcopal Church,
Christiansted, 1992. The baptism record of Hubert Henry (no last name given) indicates that he
was born to Cecilia Elizabeth Haines (no father is listed) on April 27, 1883, and was baptized on
July 7, 1883. Cecilia was an unmarried, Barbadian immigrant field laborer. Between 1870 and
1883 she gave birth to at least six children. Like other poor women on the island she labored in
the fields and had principal responsibility for her children. Source: Courtesy of St. John’s
Episcopal Church, Christiansted, St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands.Information relating to Cecilia’s
personal background is limited and somewhat contradictory. According to the 1880 St. Croix
census return, she was born in Barbados. However, the 1890 census return lists her birthplace
(probably incorrectly) as St. Croix. In the 1920 U.S. census, Harrison’s family reported that she
was born in Barbados, and this is consistent with information passed on orally to his children. It
appears that Cecilia was among the several thousand Bajan contract workers who were
brought, lured to, or came to St. Croix during the 1860s and 1870s, a number of whom were
employed in Queen’s Quarter, where Estate Concordia is located. It is likely that she was the
“Elizabeth Hynes” who, according to immigrant records, arrived in St. Croix in late September or
early October 1866, and first went to work at Estate La Reine in King’s Quarter.40The date of
Cecilia’s birth and her age at death are also not precise. Her birth record has not been found
among the rather complete set of church records that exist for St. Croix during the second half of
the nineteenth century, and this lends credence to her Bajan ancestry. In the St. Croix census of
1880, she is listed as thirty-three years of age. Her marriage record of 1889 lists her as thirty-six,



whereas the census return for 1890 gives her age as forty-four. Her St. John’s Church death
record indicates that she was fifty-one years old when she died on January 30, 1899; the
Christiansted Probate Court “Register of Reported Deaths” says that she was forty-two; and a
“Register of Deaths” in Christiansted indicates that the cause of death was
consumption.41Cecilia’s St. Croix residences provide further information. She apparently lived
her adult life in St. Croix in the Christiansted area. Church documents place her nearby at Estate
Libanon Hill (sometimes Lebannon Hill) in King’s Quarter in 1870, 1872, and 1875, at Estate
Judith’s Fancy in 1880 and 1881, at Concordia in 1878 and 1883, in Christiansted in 1890, and
at Orange Grove in 1899.42Records indicate that Cecilia, while unmarried, gave birth to at least
five other children, in addition to Hubert. There is no indication that any of the children had the
same biological father or that she lived with any of the men. Life was not easy for an unmarried,
Black, female, immigrant field worker, however, and in many respects her life had much in
common with other women.A first daughter, Mary Rotilda Ann, was born on July 20, 1870, to
“Cecilia Haynes,” an Anglican of Estate Libanon Hill. The child was baptized in St. John’s
Episcopal Church on November 19, 1870, in a ceremony witnessed by her godparents,
Lawrence James, Suzanna James, and Elizabeth Prince. Mary was later referred to as Mrs. May
Francis in a 1927 newspaper article, but Harrison’s children, Aida and William, knew her as
Mary C. Francis, called her “Aunt Mamie,” said that she remained especially close to Hubert and
his family throughout her life, and remembered that her birthday was July 20. Mary preceded
Hubert to New York (arriving in 1893) and lived on West Sixty-second St. in Manhattan when he
arrived. Mamie (Mary or May) was always referred to by Harrison and his family in the United
States as his sister (though technically she was probably his half sister), and this undoubtedly
reflects Harrison’s sense of his own family.43Cecilia’s second daughter, “Cecilia Ann Esther,”
was born on December 17, 1872. “Cecilia Haynes,” an Anglican of Estate Libanon Hill, was listed
in church records as the mother, the father was not listed, and the baby was baptized in the
Anglican Church the same day, suggesting that she was probably sickly. The godparents were
Lawrence James and Susanna James (who were also Mary’s godparents) and Ann Plaskett
(who was later identified as traveling on the same ship as Harrison when he emigrated to New
York). It is most probable that baby Cecilia died young and that Hubert never knew her.44A third
daughter, Emily Frances (“Emma”), was born to “Cecilia Haynes” in Libanon Hill on March 2,
1875, and baptized on June 5 of that year. Though her father was not named in the church
record, her godparents were listed as Mary Haynes, James Brathwaite, and Ann Plaskett (baby
Cecilia’s godparent). Emma (listed later as Emily Perry or Parry), had at least three daughters:
Carmelita Maria Parris born on June 14, 1893, at Mt. Pleasant (Colquohoun) in King’s Quarter,
listed in church records as Ann Rebecca, and baptized at St. John’s on September 16, 1893;
June Elizabeth Samuel, known as “Sophy”; and Mary Eliza Samuel. “Emma Parry” appears in
the 1901 census as a first-class laborer (a field worker) on Estate Mt. Pleasant living with her
daughter Calamaria Parris, age eight. Hubert mentioned “Emma” and her three daughters in his
diary, and his children knew of them.45A first son, Alexander Conton (also Canton), was born to



Cecilia, listed as “Elizabeth Hinds” of Estate Concordia in the St. John Church baptism records,
on June 23, 1878. The father was not listed, but from the 1901 census he can be identified as
Alexander Conton, born c. 1860 (he also fathered James Conton, the half brother of Cecilia’s
son, Alexander Conton). Young Alexander’s September 7, 1878, baptism in St. John’s Church
was witnessed by “Wilfred Harrison,” Mary Harrison, and Elizabeth James. Shortly thereafter, in
the 1880 census, Barbados-born “Cecilia Haines” was listed as unmarried and living with her
two children, Emily Perry (age five) and Alexander Canton (age two), on Estate Judiths Fancy,
where she worked as a first-class laborer. Though the 1901 and 1911 St. Croix censuses
indicate that Alexander was still alive in those years, no mention of him is found in Harrison’s
papers and Harrison’s children never indicated that they knew of him.46Cecilia’s second son,
David Elias, was born on June 2, 1881, on Estate Judith’s Fancy. David may have died shortly
thereafter, or perhaps in the yellow fever epidemic that hit St. Croix in 1886, since no further
mention of him has been found in any records. His birth was followed twenty-three months later
by that of Hubert, who is believed to have been Cecilia’s last-born child.47After giving birth to
“Hubert Henry” in 1883, Cecilia moved back onto Estate Concordia. Six years later, she was
living in Christiansted when she married Robert Collins, a forty-year-old laborer, in St. John
Episcopal Church on December 12 1889. Her husband was likely the immigrant “Robert Collins”
who arrived in St. Croix in September 1881 and worked at Estate Mon Bijou in King’s Quarter
until March 1884. In the 1890 census, “Cecilia Collin,” age forty-four, Anglican, with no
occupation listed, was living with her husband “Robert Collin,” forty-four, born in Barbados,
Anglican, a “squatter” (someone who legitimately rented and farmed a small parcel of land) at
King’s Cross St. 32 (actually 31 E), on the shoreline of the harbor in the “Watergut” section of
Christiansted. Living with them were three of her children, all Anglicans, born in St. Croix—
Hubert Harrison, age seven, a servant (probably a domestic working in someone’s house); Emily
Perry (sister Emma), age sixteen, a porter (a day laborer living in town who hired out to a
plantation or other employer); and Alexander Conton, age thirteen, a servant. Records suggest
that Hubert likely worked for another resident at his address, possibly Elizabeth Pelton, forty-
one, a seller (probably a market woman) with three unemployed children ages eleven to
seventeen, or possibly Ole Hansen, a forty-one-year-old Danish overseer, who lived with his wife
and four children (none of whom were employed). According to Christiansted cemetery burial
records, “Robert Collin,” age fifty, died of jaundice in Peters Farm Hospital on June 26, 1901 (a
year and a half after the death of his wife, Cecilia). Christiansted probate records indicate that he
left behind no land or property of value and the Christiansted “Register of Deaths” states that he
was unemployed and died of “miseries.”48For years there was no confirmed information on
Harrison’s biological father, who was reported in marriage and death certificates and
government and biographical documents, by Harrison, his family, and others, as William
Adolphus Harrison or Adolphus Harrison. Harrison’s friend Richard B. Moore reported that he
lived in Concordia; beyond that, none of Harrison’s children or grandchildren could offer any
additional information.49It now appears, however, that the mystery of Harrison’s father has been



resolved. He is believed to have been “Adolphus” or “Adolphus Harrison.” Although his birth
records have not been located, it appears that he was born enslaved to an enslaved woman
named “Philis” (aka “Eliza Marcus”) c. 1844, probably on Estate Rattan. The 1857 census
indicates that Adolphus, age sixteen, Lutheran, moved to Estate Salt River with his mother (and
his brother Wilford, age twelve), in order to live with his stepfather, Ned Harrison, and to work as
a second-class laborer. Census records indicate that Adolphus then lived on either Estate Salt
River or Estate Concordia (which, beginning in 1859, were jointly owned and operated), working
as a second-class laborer until 1890.50In the 1870s and 1880s Adolphus Harrison fathered
three children with Madalene (sometimes Magdalene, Madlane, or Madlene) Cornelius. On
August 3, 1878, Adolphus Harrison, Lutheran, unmarried of Estate Concordia, and Magdalene
Cornelius, thirty-one, of Estate Concordia, had a son, Wilford Adolphus Harrison. Young Willford,
age six years and seven months, died on April 29, 1885, at Estate Salt River and was buried that
same day on Estate Concordia, where he was born. He was probably visiting his father when he
died. On March 2, 1881, Adolphus and “Madlane Cornelius” of Christiansted had a son, Henry
Augustus Harrison, who died on July 14, 1881, of teething. On June 22, 1883, Adolphus
Harrison, Lutheran, unmarried of Estate Concordia, and “Madlene Cornelius” of Christiansted
had a daughter, Jessica Eliza Harrison. This was less than two months after Adolphus
apparently fathered Hubert Henry (Harrison) with Cecilia Elizabeth Haines. Then, only five
months after Jessica’s birth, Madlane died of “natural causes” at age thirty-nine on November
19, 1883. Jessica apparently soon followed her mother, as she does not appear in either the
1890 or the 1901 censuses.51For most of his adult life it appears that Adolphus Harrison worked
as a field laborer and lived with his mother, Philis. In the 1870 census Adolphus Harrison, twenty-
six, Lutheran, unmarried, a first-class laborer, was living on Estate Salt River with (his mother)
Philis, forty-eight, Lutheran, unmarried, not working, and with (his brother) Wilford, twenty-two,
Lutheran, unmarried, a first-class laborer. In the 1880 census Adolphus Harrison, thirty-one,
Lutheran, unmarried, was living on Estate Salt River with Philis Harrison, fifty, Lutheran, widow,
identified as “his mother” In the 1890 census Adolphus Harrison is listed as forty-eight, Lutheran,
unmarried, laborer, living on Estates Salt River–Concordia, with the following family members:
Philis Harrison, eighty, Lutheran, widow, invalid (his mother), and her two grandsons (probably
the children of his brother) William Harrison, nine, Lutheran, and Wilford Harrison, four. On
September 4, 1891, Adolphus, who was working on Estate Rust (or Twist) in the Northside B.
Quarter, died of jaundice at age fifty. Christiansted cemetery records indicate he died a Moravian
in Peters Farm Hospital, while Probate Court records indicate he died a Roman Catholic in
Richmond Hospital.52“Philis,” Hubert Harrison’s grandmother and Adolphus Harrison’s mother,
was born enslaved on Estate Rattan, probably in 1815, but definitely between 1811 and 1816.
She first appears in records as an enslaved girl under age twelve in Estate Rattan inventories of
1815, 1817, 1819, and 1820, and as nine years of age in the Estate Rattan Vaccination List of
1824. She does not appear, however, on the Estate Rattan Slave List of 1811. She was freed on
Estate Rattan by the general emancipation that took place on July 3, 1848. Philis had two male



children, Adolphus and his younger brother, Wilford, with an unnamed man, in the 1840s.
Census records indicate that she was unmarried and living on Estate Rattan with her two sons,
Adolphus, eleven, a Moravian, and Wilford, eight, a Lutheran, in 1855. The sons do not appear
with those names in any earlier census or in any baptismal record for the 1840s. They were
probably born enslaved and baptized under different names.53On September 13, 1857, Philis,
thirty, a laborer first class, using the name “Eliza Marcus,” married Ned Harrison (it was his first
marriage), thirty-six, a Roman Catholic driver on Estate Salt River, in a Lutheran ceremony. That
year she also moved onto Estate Salt River with her two children, Adolphus Harrison, age
sixteen, and Wilford, age twelve. Based on census information, it appears that “Eliza Marcus”
and Philis are the same person. In the 1860 St. Croix census Adolphus Harrison, sixteen, now a
Roman Catholic and second-class laborer on Estate Salt River, was living with Ned, thirty-eight,
Roman Catholic, married, a driver; with Philis, sixty-one, now a Roman Catholic, second-class
laborer married to Ned; and with Wilford, thirteen, now a Roman Catholic, second-class laborer.
Philis lived on either Estate Salt River or Estate Concordia until at least 1890. There is no record
of her on St. Croix in 1901 and no death record has been found. It is likely that Philis died
between 1890 and 1901.54Ned Harrison, Philis’s husband, was the son of a woman named
“Brigit,” who was born enslaved on Estate Salt River. He was baptized as “Edmund” in the Holy
Trinity Roman Catholic Church on February 18, 1821. Absent the birth records, we cannot be
certain if Ned Harrison was the biological father of either Adolphus Harrison or of his brother,
Wilford Harrison. Estate Rattan is several miles east of Estate Salt River, and until about 1850,
the owners of Estate Rattan operated a seventy-five-acre livestock estate next to Estate Salt
River, so it is possible that Philis and Ned had opportunity to meet and to conceive children.55
Ned Harrison, quite possibly Hubert Harrison’s grandfather and at least his stepgrandfather, the
born-enslaved son of the formerly enslaved Brigit, and the husband of Harrison’s formerly
enslaved grandmother Philis, died of consumption on May 28, 1865, at age forty-two.56There is
no substantiation that Hubert’s biological parents, Adolphus Harrison and Cecilia Elizabeth
Haines, were ever married, ever lived together, or ever had other children together. One
questionable newspaper account (which contained a number of inaccuracies) from the January
19, 1924, Chicago Defender said that Harrison’s father owned a large riverside estate. Such an
estate, if it existed in the Concordia region, might have been in the 150- to 400-acre range. (If
that were the case, the article may actually refer to Estate Concordia, owned until 1890 by
William H. Heyliger, who was not Harrison’s father.) It is much more likely, however, that if owned
at all, it would have been one of the lesser parcels of land created as a result of the land
distribution carried out after General Christian Henrik Arendrup became governor in 1881 and
the government implemented a “parceling-out” of plantation subdivisions to laborers. The
parceling-out in 1882 and 1883 was a by-product of the labor struggles of 1878 and 1879 and
resulted in some workers obtaining small plots in the one- to ten-acre range and later, after the
program proved popular, in the eight- to twenty-eight-acre range. According to Isaac Dookhan, in
an effort “to promote social and economic stability,” such plots often went to “some of the most



enterprising and industrious workers,” though the land was often “the less valuable portions of . . .
plantations which lay in bush or were on steep hills.” When Arendrup broke up the large 700-acre
Estate Work and Rest in Queen’s Quarter (Estate Concordia was in both Queen’s Quarter and
West End Quarter) into forty sections, he parceled them out to “reliable” “Negro overseers.”
Then, “other government properties were divided under a so-called ‘squatters’ rights’ system.”
Based on the fact that “Robert Collin” was listed as a “squatter” living with Hubert, Cecilia, Emily,
and Alexander in the 1890 census, there is the possibility that Robert Collins, who rented, is the
“father” referred to in the embellished story and the property was not large. Robert Collins,
however, is not listed as one the “parcellists” who acquired Danish Government land at Work
and Rest/ Retreat/Humbug outside of Christiansted, and his probate record indicates that he did
not own land when he died. There is also the possibility that the “father” was Harrison’s
biological father, Adolphus, who, by that time, may have been sick and unable to maintain any
property. This is highly unlikely, however, since there is no indication that Adolphus, a laborer his
entire adult life, ever owned, or even rented, land.57At Harrison’s death newspaper clippings
reported a possible stepbrother named Wilford who lived in New York. Wilford, in fact, may have
been Hubert’s cousin (Adolphus’s brother, Wilford’s son). The elder Wilford may have been the
“Wilfred Harrison” listed in 1878 as a witness at Alexander Conton’s birth and in the 1880 census
as a thirty-two-year-old Lutheran and driver on Estate Concordia.58In sum, based on existing
records, it appears that Hubert Henry Harrison was the son of Cecilia Elizabeth Haines (later
Collins), a Barbadian immigrant to St. Croix who probably worked under contract and as field
laborer. Cecilia had six children, three boys and three girls, two of whom probably died young.
There is no indication that any of the children had the same biological father or that she was ever
married to any of the biological fathers. As a youth, Hubert worked as a servant, as did his
brother (actually his half brother), Alexander. A sister (actually a half sister), Emma, worked as a
porter and later as a field laborer. Robert Collins, the Barbadian immigrant that Cecilia married
when Hubert was six, was a laborer and then a squatter. Hubert’s biological father, the field
laborer Adolphus Harrison, was the born-enslaved son of an enslaved St. Croix woman, Philis,
and he was very possibly the son of Philis’s husband, the born-enslaved Ned Harrison, a driver.
Adolphus had three children (siblings of Hubert) with Magdalen Cornelius, and each child
appears to have died young. Among all these relatives, it was oldest sister, Mary, who remained
close to Hubert for the remainder of his life. Overall, Hubert Harrison’s Crucian and Bajan family
history was deeply rooted in slavery, contract labor, servitude, plantation work, and
poverty.Figure 1.5. (top left) Paradise and Concordia Estates in St. Croix, 1869. Source: Photo
courtesy of Arlette Millard, St.-Germain-en-laye, France.Figure 1.6. (top right) Manager’s House,
Concordia, 1869. Source: Photo courtesy of Arlette Millard, St.-Germain-en-laye, France.Figure
1.7. (bottom left) Manager’s House, Concordia, 1869. Source: Photo courtesy of Arlette Millard,
St.-Germain-en-laye, France.Figure 1.8. (bottom right) Concordia Village, 1869. Source: Photo
courtesy of George F. Tyson, St. Croix African Roots Project, and Arlette Millard, St.-Germain-en-
laye, France.Figures 1.5–1.8. Estate Concordia, Hubert Harrison’s 1883 birthplace, was owned



by Robert McCormick and William H. Heyliger (two “men of color”), focused on sugar
production, and employed approximately one hundred laborers, including an increasing number
of poor Barbadian immigrants. Harrison’s parents were plantation workers, his mother was an
immigrant and his father and at least two of his grandmothers formerly enslaved. He later wrote
that “contact with the stern realities of poverty . . . kept my heart open to the call of those who are
down and has kept me from giving myself such airs as might make a chasm between myself and
my people.”The fact that the owners of Estate Concordia and of some other Crucian plantations
were “men of color” reflects the fact that the color line was drawn differently in St. Croix than in
the United States. In St. Croix, class differentiation among those of African descent proceeded
along lines more typical of capitalist society; Black people were limited far less by racial
proscription; and formal “race discriminating rules of law did not exist.” In the United States,
African Americans were regularly denied “the normal social distinctions characteristic of class
systems,” and white supremacy was more virulent and powerfully organized. The existence of
legalized segregation and lynching terror were two of many major contrasts with St. Croix.Other
particulars of Hubert Harrison’s life on St. Croix are sketchy. J. A. Rogers commented that his
parents were of “apparently unmixed African descent” (and Harrison described himself as of
“undiluted Negro blood”). His Barbadian mother and step-father were English speakers, as were
99 percent of St. Croix’s inhabitants—despite the fact that St. Croix was a Danish possession,
English was the predominant tongue. Danish, however, was also commonly spoken, and it is
possible that members of Harrison’s family were familiar with the language. Years later, Harrison,
who had a facility with languages, still retained a Danish-language newspaper clipping in one of
his scrapbooks.59There is one interesting story related to Harrison’s April 27 birthday. April 27
was coincidentally the birthday of the internationally famous British philosopher and sociologist
Herbert Spencer, who, in 1883, a year after his trip to the United States, was at the height of his
popularity in the Americas. Years later it was reported, with no substantiation, that Harrison was
named Herbert at birth, after Spencer, and then, before his baptism, his father changed his
name to Hubert. Curiously, as Harrison grew to adulthood he developed a great interest in
Spencer’s life and work and claimed to find personality characteristics in himself similar to those
in Spencer. Perhaps Harrison was the source of the Spencer tale.60Existing accounts indicate
that Hubert was an eager and exceptional young student. This may be related, in part, to the fact
that his mother and stepfather were from Barbados, an island noted throughout the Caribbean
for its emphasis on education. The historian Winston James has explained that though
Barbadians were “confined and politically inhibited at home,” their children living elsewhere in
the Caribbean tended to do well in school. He attributes this to several factors: since the
eighteenth century “Barbadians have been among the most literate and educated black
population in the world”; their emphasis on education was often passed on to their children; and,
as immigrants elsewhere in the Caribbean, they often had the “ambition of the immigrant” to
“perform well” in a new setting. It is quite possible that while living in Crucian society, Harrison’s
Bajan roots and multicultural experience contributed both to his eagerness and exceptional



talent as a student and to his understanding of, and empathy with, different cultures and
people.61In Harrison’s case, his eagerness as a student was reflected in several anecdotes
recollected by his sister Mary. In one, a hurried attempt to rush back to class resulted in a fall that
caused him to develop a speech impediment, a lisp. This lisp only disappeared with the help of
Father Thomas M. O’Keefe of St. Benedict the Moor Roman Catholic Church in New York over a
decade later. A second recollection, still vivid to Mary after sixty years, was of a precocious eight-
year-old Hubert writing to her asking her to send a copy of Tom Brown’s School Days and, later,
a dictionary. Tom Brown’s School Days was written by the English Christian Socialist, trade
unionist, abolitionist, and cooperative society founder, Thomas Hughes. Young Squire Brown,
according to a New York Times article, was “brave, helpful, truth-telling,” “a gentleman and a
Christian,” and a “stout-hearted” defender “of the underdog.”62Harrison benefited, up to a point,
from the Crucian education system. In St. Croix there was no formal segregation in the schools,
and instruction was free, compulsory to age thirteen, and, since 1850, in English.63 Most school
records no longer exist, but the Chicago Defender reported that Hubert started private school at
age six and in 1890 attended an Anglican School. His education then reportedly continued in a
Danish government school, where he advanced very rapidly and where one of his schoolmates
may have been David Hamilton Jackson, one year younger than Harrison. When Hubert was
attending school, each of the six public country schools established under a May 7, 1884,
ordinance had a teacher, a seamstress who taught the girls, and a student teacher for helping
small children. The schools were each divided into three classes with the older boys and girls
being taught separately. A tenth-grade education was not made available in St. Croix until 1933,
so it is doubtful that Harrison went any higher than the equivalent of ninth grade on the
island.64Figure 1.9. David Hamilton Jackson (in the center on steps), undated. D. Hamilton
Jackson (1884–1946), was likely Harrison’s schoolmate and was a lifelong friend. On November
1, 1915, Jackson began publishing The Herald, a voice of the laboring and poor people of St.
Croix, and in 1916 he led an islandwide “general strike,” which led to St. Croix’s first labor union
and to the U.S. purchase of the Virgin Islands from Denmark in 1917. Jackson’s efforts helped to
establish November 1 as “Liberty Day,” a national holiday in the Virgin Islands. Source: Courtesy
of the St. Croix Landmarks Society.Hubert also studied in St. Thomas, probably around 1892,
when he was on that neighboring island. That was undoubtedly a very exciting year for him since
thousands of Crucians journeyed to St. Thomas on March 11 in order to partake in the four-
hundredth-anniversary celebrations of the Columbus voyage. All was not celebratory that year,
however, for on September 1, 1892, in St. Thomas, a major, women-led labor protest headed by
the coal worker and bamboula dancer “Queen Coziah,” confronted armed soldiers at Market
Square in Charlotte Amalie, the capital.65D. (David) Hamilton Jackson was likely one of
Harrison’s schoolmates, and they would remain lifelong friends. Jackson became a school
teacher, a crusading journalist, a delegate of working people to Copenhagen in 1915, the editor
of the Herald (founded November 1, 1915), and the inspirational labor leader of the St. Croix
Labor Union. Known as the “Black Moses” of St. Croix, he also led a January 1916 “general



strike” of an estimated 6,000 workers who demanded higher wages, the right to free association,
and better working conditions.66 The strike, which was an important factor in the U.S. decision
to finally purchase the islands,67 also led to an increase in wages to twenty cents a day and,
later, to thirty-five cents a day.68Jackson’s father, Wilford, was the schoolmaster of the
government school at East Hill on the east end of St. Croix. After that school was closed in the
1890s, he taught in Christiansted. Harrison later described the senior Jackson as “the most
prominent teacher, white or black, in the three [Danish West Indies] islands.” He likely taught
Harrison (perhaps together with his own son), and he was probably an important figure in
Harrison’s early intellectual growth.69While still attending school, Harrison also continued his
religious training. He was admitted to Holy Communion at St. John’s Church in Christiansted on
March 18, 1896. Though, as Neville Hall points out, religious education had been used in St.
Croix as an instrument of social control, and though Harrison would soon criticize organized
religion for encouraging servility and quiescence in the oppressed, the church did play an
important part in his early education. His sister Mary remembered Harrison befriending a pastor
on St. Croix, who granted him access to the institution’s library to nurture his reading appetite.
That person was possibly the Ceylon-born Anglican minister, Ralph De Mayne Dodsworth (who
arrived in 1896), or W. Cloatson (the rector whose parish covered St. John’s Church).70The
Chicago Defender article that described Harrison’s family loss of its land and being forced into
poverty offered additional insight on his life in these years. The Defender described how the fact
that young Hubert was faced with poverty deepened his awareness of class and taught him a
major lesson which stayed with him for the rest of his life. As Harrison explained:Up to that time
we were well off, as West Indian families go, but from that time on we became and remained
poor. I have often thought that this contact with the stern realities of poverty was good for me. It
has kept my heart open to the call of those who are down and has kept me from giving myself
such airs as might make a chasm between myself and my people.71On January 30, 1899, at
age fifteen, Hubert lost his mother, Cecilia Collins (née Haines), whom he apparently loved very
much. Her death affected the fifteen-year-old deeply, and he noted the exact minute (7:57 A.M.)
in the diary he started seven years later. In 1901, shortly after arriving in the United States, he
penned a moving poem, “To My Mother”:How melancholy, yet how sweetThe thought that, after
yearsOf separation we shall meetAgain, but not in tears!For God shall wipe each teardimmed
eyeAnd smooth all cares awayWhen we shall meet him in the skyOn the Resurrection
Day.72The poem’s references to God take on added interest since Harrison’s political-
intellectual growth over the next decade would be influenced by his break from God and religion
and his turn toward freethought and science.Immediately after his mother’s death, Harrison’s
sister Mary sent for him. Like a number of other West Indian women who were the first in their
families to travel to the United States, she paved the way for a male relative. Mary was living in
New York, and Harrison attempted to join her. According to Mary, though, his efforts met with
delay because of immigration quotas. While it is quite possible that his trip was delayed, or that
Harrison as a Black Crucian had encountered difficulties, his sister may have read a little back



into history on this matter. Formal immigration quotas were not established by the United States
until the 1920s, and they did not apply to all.73It is likely that Harrison contemplated traveling
abroad for some time. He had apparently developed excellent reading and writing skills on St.
Croix, but additional educational opportunities were limited. He had lived among other
immigrants and near Christiansted’s waterfront, and he very likely knew people who had traveled
abroad. He was also likely in contact with his sister Mary, who had been in New York since
1893.What happened after Harrison’s mother’s death is questionable. During 1899, economic
conditions on St. Croix were oppressive: sugar production and sales were extremely low, rainfall
was down, and a major hurricane on August 7 and 8 devastated much of the island, destroying
or forcing the closure of most of the smaller sugar and rum plantations. It is most likely that
Harrison spent the next year and a half either working or traveling before coming to the United
States in September 1900. He was likely among those he described as being “ambitious enough
to be discontented with conditions at home and eager to improve their lot by seeking success in
the land of Uncle Sam.”74Existing accounts suggest that Harrison secured employment on St.
Croix around 1899. The Chicago Defender reported that he obtained a job in a Danish
government school as a student teacher (D. Hamilton Jackson obtained similar work). Harrison
wrote that he taught at the island’s largest rural school at Friedensfeldt (probably at the
government school, formerly the Moravian School, on Midland Road near Mon Bijou), and his
sister Mary also maintained that he taught in St. Croix. If he did teach, he was probably a student
teacher working with the smaller children. Such a job would have been a notable achievement,
especially for one so young. There were only six public country schools on the island (in addition
to bigger schools in Christiansted and Frederiksted), and “Negroes” were underrepresented in
the teaching field, being 24 percent of the island’s teachers though constituting 80 percent of the
population. According to a boyhood associate, James Glasgow, Harrison also worked in
Auguste Bough’s grocery store (which also employed D. Hamilton Jackson around that
time).75Figure 1.10. View of Christiansted, c. 1850. This view looks down on historic
Christiansted harbor, the island’s largest port and center of commerce and the place from which
Harrison left for America. Source: From the painting A View from Bulows Minde, by Frederik Von
Scholten. Courtesy of the St. Croix Landmarks Society.It is possible that Harrison undertook a
world tour as a cabin boy, a seaman, or a member of a student group as was reported by the
Chicago Defender, the Pittsburgh Courier, the Amsterdam News, and J. A. Rogers. According to
the Defender, on the prodding of a rich Danish druggist on St. Thomas, (Valdemar?) Riise, who
had taken an interest in him, sixteen-year-old Hubert made his “Wanderjahre” (“grand tour”)
around the world with a yachting party of science students. The Courier reported that such a trip
did occur and that Harrison “touched London, Paris, Berlin, Russia, Hongkong, Shanghai,
Tokyo, Yokohama, Sierra Leone, Gold Coast, Liberia and Nigeria.” The Amsterdam News
referred to the trip as a significant turning point in his life, asserting that it “deepened his interest
in mankind and developed in him a love for sociology, history, and anthropology.”76 Though
teenagers as young as fourteen did serve as cabin boys, a search for documentation of the trip



has not produced any corroborating facts. While a “Wanderjahre” or some student travel may
have occurred, there is also the possibility that this story is an embellishment of Harrison’s early
years.77There is one item saved by Harrison that sheds some light on this period. It is an article
identified as from the Journal in 1899. The article, “Peter Jackson Dying,” is about the
championship-caliber, St. Croix–born boxer known as “the Black Prince” and described by
boxing historian Nat Fleisher as “the most feared fighter of his time.” This is the only newspaper
clipping from circa 1900 that remains in any of Harrison’s scrapbooks and, since he was not a
noted fight fan, the clipping suggests probable national or racial awareness in the teenage
Harrison.78Whether or not he made his “Wanderjahre,” it appears that Hubert was in St. Croix in
1900 and, on September 15 of that year, aided by his sister Mary, who was working as a
domestic, sailed for New York to join her. He later stated that he arrived in Manhattan on
September 21 aboard the ship Roraima. The Roraima was a Canadian steamship under the
British flag that sailed between the Caribbean Islands and the United States and primarily
transported Caribbean immigrants and cargo. The Roraima was in New York harbor in
September 1900 and on the twenty-fifth it departed for Bermuda. No confirming passenger lists
or ship manifests for the Roraima, and no confirming immigration records for that period, have
been located. The best available information concerning his travel to New York appears in the
September 19, 1900, Danish West-Indian, published in Christiansted by Hermann Lawaetz. That
newspaper indicates that “Hubert Harrison” left for New York on September 15, 1900, on the
S.S. Madiana, traveling in steerage along with Annie Plaskett (probably the godmother of
Cecilia’s daughters Emily Frances and Cecilia Ann Esther) and Elizabeth James (probably the
godmother to Cecilia’s son Alexander Conton.) The New York Times indicates that the Madiana
left St. Croix on September 15 and arrived with passengers in New York on September 21 at
10:45 A.M. Since the dates of the Madiana travel exactly match the dates Harrison subsequently
offered, it is likely that it, not the Roraima, was the ship on which he traveled. In either case, such
a trip entailed a certain degree of courage since it was hurricane season in the Caribbean, and,
only a week before the indicated departure date, a devastating hurricane had hit Galveston,
Texas, killing more than 6,000 people. It also took courage because few Black West Indians
were coming to the United States at that time, and the immigration would, in many ways, be a
lonely one. In 1900 only 703 Black West Indians (and only 714 Black people from throughout the
world) immigrated to the United States, a number that represented only .1 percent of total U.S.
immigration that year.79Harrison’s arrival coincided with the opening of school in New York. The
seventeen-year-old arrived, unannounced, at his sister’s apartment in San Juan Hill (at that time
a major New York “Negro District”), but she was not home. The determined Harrison, map in
hand, wearing a blue suit and a Theodore Roosevelt badge and carrying a bag of fruit, had,
upon his arrival in lower Manhattan, walked several miles to her apartment on W. Sixty-second
St. He apparently came to the United States pro-Republican (the Republicans were the party of
Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, Emancipation, and Reconstruction) and pro-Roosevelt,
who had accepted the Republican nomination for vice president six days earlier. Roosevelt was



extremely popular, and he had supported “equal and exact justice to all” as a member of the Civil
Service Commission, had worked successfully to outlaw segregation in New York public
schools, and had supported U.S. efforts to buy the Virgin Islands. Harrison’s support for
Roosevelt would prove relatively short-lived, however, and within a few years, particularly after
the 1906 Brownsville, Texas, incident involving the dishonorable discharge of Black troops,
Harrison would become a most bitter opponent of Roosevelt, of his presidential successor
William Howard Taft, and of the Republican Party.80In migrating from St. Croix, Harrison was
part of a trend caused, in large part, by limited labor opportunities, which had led to a 30 percent
decrease in the island’s population over the previous sixty-five years. As the son of an
immigrant, he was leaving his homeland, like his mother (and his stepfather and elder sister)
before him. As a colonial subject he was making a move to a center of capitalism and to a
country that, in general, offered greater political rights to its citizens. As a brilliant student he was
motivated, as was fellow Virgin Island intellectual Edward Wilmot Blyden fifty years earlier, by a
desire to pursue further educational opportunities in the United States.81Despite his personal
and familial experience with poverty, the intellectually oriented Harrison probably saw his own
emigration from St. Croix as part of the student and labor exodus. In a 1923 article on “The Virgin
Islands” he explained that during the “years [1869–1913] between [Andrew] Johnson and
[Woodrow] Wilson the sugar-industry in the West Indies under the fierce competition of German
and American sugar, had shrunk disastrously; and the black West Indian laborers had begun to
pour into the cities of our North Atlantic states in numbers that steadily increased as the years
rolled by.” Later, in a 1927 article, he explained that in “the first period of West Indian
immigration, . . . those who came here were mainly students and scholars seeking wider fields of
usefulness,” then, in the second period (especially after 1905), “came the slump in West Indian
sugar, caused by German and American competition and the impoverished islands began to
decant upon the mainland their working population, laborers, mechanics, [and] peasants,” who
were both “discontented” and “ambitious.”82It is clear that Harrison was driven by a desire to
pursue further education. To do this he had little choice but to leave the island. The Virgin Island
activist and legislator Valdemar Hill Sr. explains that at that time, “for the black Danish West
Indian to get an adequate education and equal opportunities in life, he had to be fortunate
enough to leave the Islands at an early age. Many natives were able to do this, and did not return
to the Islands.” So it was with Harrison.83In a sense Harrison was like many other West Indians
who came to the United States at that time: young, male, and literate; thwarted by limited
educational, political, and occupational opportunities at home; in search of a better life; and with
a desire for more education and a propensity for self-education. In a larger sense he was like
many of the millions of immigrants coming to the United States at the turn of the century—men
and women who left their homelands and ventured to a new land demonstrating a certain
boldness of character that would mark so much of the immigrant contribution to U.S. history. Like
virtually all of these immigrants, Harrison would face discrimination and class oppression. Like
many of these immigrants, he would actively participate in movements that challenged such



oppression and antiforeigner sentiment. Yet, Harrison, typical of most West Indians and other
immigrants, was unfamiliar with the organized racial oppression of the United States, and he, like
many other Black West Indians, would soon defiantly challenge assumptions of Black racial
inferiority.84Harrison stood out in other areas. He had exhibited an exceptional intellect; he was
bold enough to come to the United States at age seventeen; he was sensitized to class
oppression; and he was racially aware. Perhaps his friend, fellow West Indian J. A. Rogers, knew
more deeply the significance of the talents that Harrison brought with him to the United States.
After several decades of dealing with the racial, class, and political realities of the United States,
Rogers sketched Harrison more somberly: “Destiny sent him into this world very poor. And if this
were not enough, she gave him a critical mind, a candid tongue . . . a passion for knowledge; on
top of all that a black skin, and sent him to America. Surely, a more formidable string of
handicaps would be hard to conceive.” Curiously, however, as Harrison implicitly recognized,
these “handicaps” suited him well for the future roles he would play.85CHAPTER2Self-
Education, Early Writings, and the Lyceums (1900–1907)When Hubert Harrison arrived in lower
Manhattan in September 1900, he was truly moving from the nineteenth century to the twentieth.
The contrast between Concordia, a rural estate on the small agricultural island of St. Croix, and
New York, the symbol of the new metropolis and one of the world’s leading urban industrial
centers, was dramatic. Harrison would never again return to St. Croix, and it was in this new and
extraordinarily different setting that he would live the remainder of his life.Now fully a young man,
he was about five feet, seven inches in height, and his muscular body would fill out to a compact
170 pounds. He was, as later described by his friends J. A. Rogers, Claude McKay, and Richard
B. Moore, of “dark hue” with “full lips,” “ample nose,” and a high forehead. His “head immediately
attracted attention” since it “was unusually large,” fully rounded, and gave “the appearance of
bulging from within.” Though Harrison was “very black,” his forehead was of a lighter shade and
appeared almost illuminated. His color took on importance during his life as he was victimized by
(and, in turn, criticized) white-supremacist discrimination against “Negroes” and “within-race”
color discrimination against dark-skinned people. The high forehead would become an
occasional topic of conversation since contemporary pseudo-scientific racist theories held that
large anterior regions of the brain were a measure of intelligence. Harrison did not believe such
theories, and he and his friends occasionally joked about them.1The racial climate Harrison
encountered was inhospitable. In August 1900, a month before his stated arrival, the “fourth
great race riot” in New York’s history “burst in full fury.” More than seventy Black people were
injured by white mobs or police in the first four hours of rioting, and any Black person was
subject to attack. According to the author, educator, and civil rights activist James Weldon
Johnson, “Negroes were seized wherever they were found, and brutally beaten” as a white “mob
of several thousand raged up and down Eighth Avenue and through the side streets from Twenty-
seventh to Forty-second” Streets. The socially and politically oriented Harper’s Weekly added
that mobs of “whites” “attacked Negroes in the streets without much, if any, restraint from the
police,” who were themselves accused of extreme brutality. After the riot of August 12 through



16, Harper’s declared that “at this time the opportunities of Negroes are less in New York than
they have ever been, and there does not seem any likelihood that present conditions will be
immediately changed.”2Figure 2.1. Hubert Harrison, February, 1921. This photograph, one of
the oldest known Harrison portraits in the Hubert H. Harrison Papers, was displayed in Harrison
family apartments for years after his death. Source: E. O. Hoppe, photographer. Courtesy of the
Hubert H. Harrison Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Butler Library, Columbia
University, New York.White supremacy was rampant throughout the city. Black people faced
racial segregation in social activities and housing (which was overpriced and inferior). Economic
power was controlled by whites, and even educated Blacks found employment generally
available only in the most menial occupations. Though there were 36,000 Black people in
Manhattan, some 2 percent of the total population, they were excluded from political power. In
politics, like everything else, segregation was the rule. There were no African American elected
officials. Republicans were in power nationally, and federal appointments of African Americans
were dispensed by white politicians through Black Republican Clubs. Locally, Tammany
Democrats were in power, and Black Democrats had a newly established, segregated, citywide
Democratic political organization, the United Colored Democracy. The UCD, like its Republican
counterpart, took orders from white party leaders.3Housing for Black people in Manhattan was
confined to the meanest tenements, particularly in the run-down Sixty-second St. area where
Harrison lived. This San Juan Hill district (between Sixtieth St. and Sixty-fourth St. and
Amsterdam Ave. and the Hudson River) was part of the largest Black community in Manhattan,
and it was noted for frequent race fights on the upgrade leading to Sixtieth Street. The area’s
name reportedly derived from its many racially charged street brawls and from the fact that many
veterans of the all-Black Tenth Cavalry, which had fought valiantly at a similarly named battle site
in the Spanish American War, lived in the area. The five blocks between Sixtieth and Sixty-fourth
Streets and Amsterdam (Tenth) and West End (Eleventh) Avenues, in particular, was one of the
densest Black concentrations in the city, housing more than 3,500 people. Apartment buildings
there often had twenty to twenty-two family units per building, many with no access to outer air.
In general the buildings were described as among the “worst examples of dilapidation,
deprivation, and crime” in New York City. West Indians and other Black people rented these
apartments at about fourteen dollars per week, three to six dollars more per week than what
whites paid for similar housing.4Employment opportunities for Black people in New York City
were effectively limited to service occupations and to work as unskilled laborers. Over 60
percent of Black males were engaged in service jobs, and, as late as 1915, over 80 percent of
Black women worked in domestic or personal service. Such jobs provided subsistence wages at
best, and entire families only averaged between $12 and $15 per week in income. Seventy
percent of single Black males earned under $6, and ninety percent of single Black females
under $5 per week. In 1900 approximately 95 percent of the city’s Black workers were not
unionized.5The employment opportunities for West Indian immigrants, in particular, were
severely limited. Years later Harrison accurately depicted how, when this “working population” of



“ambitious” “laborers, mechanics, and peasants” came to the United States they, at first,
“furnished the elevator operators, bellboys and porters, maids and washerwomen of upper
Manhattan almost exclusively, with a few tradesmen and skilled workers thrusting themselves
forward into better positions and breaking the trail for the Negro-Americans to follow.”6Figure
2.2. Interior court of an early-twentieth-century apartment house in the West Sixty-second St.
area of Manhattan, photo taken April 1990. After his arrival in New York, Hubert and his sister
Mary lived in this neighborhood, in which apartments, rented mostly to West Indians and Black
Americans, were described as among the “worst” in New York City. Source: Courtesy of Jeffrey
B. Perry.Educational opportunities were similarly minimal. Only in 1884 and 1900 did New York
City and state, respectively, outlaw segregated schools. New York was reportedly the last major
city in the United States to open high schools, and it was not until 1905 that an evening high
school was established in the “Negro district.” Opportunities to enter a racially mixed high school
were minimal, and by 1913 fewer than two hundred Black high school students attended racially
mixed high schools.7Despite these oppressive conditions, the orphaned Hubert was, if anything,
a determined young man. His sister Mary recounted how, shortly after his arrival at her
apartment, he visited a white school at Sixty-eighth St. and spoke with the principal for several
hours. The principal was impressed and gave him a letter of introduction and advised him to go
to high school. According to Mary, Harrison then enrolled in an almost exclusively white evening
high school and attended classes at night while working as an elevator operator by day. Over the
next few years he also picked up other jobs as a bellhop, a messenger, and, beginning around
1902, a stock clerk in a Japanese-fan company.8Harrison excelled as a student. On April 5,
1903, the World, a major New York daily, ran an article headlined “Speaker’s Medal to Negro
Student: The Board of Education Finds a Genius in a West Indian Pupil.” The “genius” was
Harrison, who spoke on March 31 on “Verres Denounced.” The talk was probably based on the
denunciation of the Roman magistrate Gaius Verres for his misgovernment of Sicily by the
famous first-century B.C. orator Cicero. For his efforts Harrison received the Board of
Education’s second-place, bronze prize for oratory at the New York Evening High School on
West Forty-sixth St. All other finalists were second-year students, while Harrison was a first-year
student who had only taken up oratory that semester. Harrison was described as “exceptionally
thorough in Latin, English literature, and ancient history.”9These educational accomplishments
were achieved despite his poverty and despite the fact that he was one of the few Black
students in the school. The World noted that Harrison worked a job that took all day each
weekday and two nights each week. His achievements were praised since he often had to miss
night classes and had little time to study, other than late at night. Professor Henry Carr, who
taught English literature at the New York Evening High School, said that in the final exams for a
diploma, which were “rigid,” Harrison “was passed perfect at 100 per cent, the only student in the
class having that rating.” Carr went on to say that Harrison was “the most remarkable Negro that
I have ever met,” and he predicted that “he will be heard from if learning has anything to do with
success.”10During 1903 Harrison still lived with his sister Mary at 220 W. Sixty-second St. in the



San Juan Hill area of Manhattan. Then, in the summer of 1904, he moved uptown to 63 W.
Eighty-seventh St. Mary had gone away for two weeks, and when she returned she found that
her brother, owing two weeks rent, had left quickly and moved uptown. This was the first of many
incidents in which Harrison would either fail to meet his financial responsibilities or change his
living quarters. Poor handling of money was, and remained, a serious Harrison fault, and several
years later, on his twenty-fifth birthday he acknowledged in his diary that his “one great vice” was
“the vice of borrowing money.” It was, he wrote, “as a curse.”11While Harrison remained busy
with self-study, it is not clear how much more he continued his formal education. He did attend
DeWitt Clinton Evening High School (for Men) at Tenth Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street. Though
school records on Harrison no longer exist, one account from the New York News held that he
completed his high school education at Clinton at night, “at a time when it was a curiosity to find
a colored boy at that institute of learning.” (As late as 1913, only fifteen Black male students and
no female students [who attended Wadleigh] were registered at Clinton.) The paper went on to
say that Harrison won interscholastic prizes for excellence in Latin and history in 1906 and that
Dr. Joseph Thorne of the New York Board of Education, who presented him an award, declared
that, “this young man has been a revelation to me in respect to the capabilities of his race, and I
expect to hear from him in the future.”12On June 7, 1908, Harrison’s diary entry revealed that he
was again studying Latin and planned “to keep it up till September (together with my French) for
the Regents” exam—the precollege competitive exam given throughout New York State. As late
as November of that year he still discussed college with his friends. In later years, in order to
secure work as a traveling lecturer, as a teacher at the Cosmopolitan College of Chiropractic, as
a lecturer for the New York City Board of Education, and as a columnist for the Boston Chronicle,
he would claim that he spent the years from 1907 to 1909 studying in Germany and Denmark
and earned a doctor of science degree in Copenhagen. This was not true, and it likely reflected
more economic necessity than ego pretension on his part since he was openly critical of those
who put on false academic airs.13At various times Harrison expressed a desire to go to college,
but he never did. The fact that he never attended college is of interest, particularly since he was
so intellectually oriented, since he was personally resourceful, and since other Caribbean
immigrants of his generation did pursue higher education. While no instances have been found
where he specifically addresses this matter, his friend J. A. Rogers said that he was “unable
financially to enter college.” Money was certainly an important factor—Harrison had to support
himself; he was unemployed for “a long time”; he soon had responsibility for a growing family; he
rarely was remunerated fairly; and he never handled money well. It was not, however, the only
factor. Of great importance is the fact that Harrison was a true autodidact—self-motivated and
purposefully self-directed in his study, inspired by other autodidacts, and free to roam. As he
explained in his diary, “[I] range wherever I please.” He also, over time, developed criticisms of
what was being taught in most colleges and of the failure of many college-“educated” leaders “to
come down from their Sinais and give it [real knowledge] to the common people.” In addition,
and of great significance, he viewed his developing political activism and educational work as



important and personally fulfilling. While a college education might have helped him financially
and brought a certain type of discipline and attention to his work, such an education would have
had its costs. It is likely that Harrison (as Rogers suggests) saw the financial burden of college
(both in costs and in wages lost) as impractical and that given his ongoing intellectual, political,
and educational work, college was not the choice he chose to make.14It is clear that the search
for knowledge increasingly consumed young Hubert, and his early study habits demonstrate a
purposeful organization. He was an omnivorous reader of newspapers and books, and years
later it was reported, perhaps with some exaggeration, that he frequently finished as many as six
books a day by staying up all night reading. Ernestine Rose, the community-oriented librarian
and promoter of Black studies at the 135th St. Public Library, later told the Virgin Island–born
Harlem activist and socialist Ivan Lorand that there was no one who borrowed more books from
the library than Harrison. The journalist Oscar Benson described him as “bookish, but not of the
sort classed as a bookworm.” He read “assiduously,” and “when he grabbed a book he knew just
what parts to digest, what passages to mark, what dogma to criticize and whether any book was
worth a second reading.” Harrison’s friend Hodge Kirnon, explained that he “took pains with
whatever he planned to do in his educational efforts to an extraordinary degree; yet he would
often times say that he memorized assimilated and transposed his wide range of reading upon
technical subjects into their simplest and most understandable forms with but little or no effort.”
Kirnon added that Harrisonspent a great deal of his time in reading a great number and variety
of books, but he was able to preserve his intellectual individuality and hold his critical ability
intact. He was always the master, never the pedant. He always found time to do his own thinking.
He carried many social and philosophical problems in his mind for years, during which he would
examine and probe them for hours; then he would shelve them for a short period, take them out
again and again to be subjected to his rigid tests of critical inquiry, until he felt assured that he
had reached some satisfactory solution. If none was forthcoming, he at least was made more
aware of the difficulties and subtleties which surrounded such problems.15Soon after his arrival
in the United States, Harrison began to clip newspaper articles. These clippings were marked,
commented on, and dated. Then, beginning in 1910, he pasted them in meticulously maintained
scrapbooks, which were simply cardboard covered copies of magazines such as the Literary
Digest, Cosmopolitan, and Hearst’s. These scrapbooks served as a factual resource during the
remainder of his life and reflect much about his thought process. Harrison was intellectually
methodical, and his writings and thousands of clippings were classified according to a plan.
When he began work on a subject he would pull his file or scrapbook and begin to subclassify
according to need. His mind was not so much concerned with trivia or arbitrary relations as with
understanding logical relations, and he constantly worked at internal system building and
hypothesis testing.16The forty scrapbooks that remain suggest his interests during these early
years in New York. There are, for example, many numbered scrapbooks on “The Negro-
American.” In addition, for the years 1900 through 1905, there are scrapbooks on: “The Negro in
Africa,” “Biographica,” and a general “Clippings: Early 1901–1910” scrapbook with subheadings



such as “History,” “Biography,” “Politics,” “Literature,” “Religion,” and “The State of Society.” In
these scrapbooks are newspaper clippings on Negro affairs, myths about women, philosophy,
Herbert Spencer, the rise of Japan as a world power, Africa, China, Russia, India, Panama, U.S.
history, and the activities of the white-supremacist Mississippi congressman James K.
Vardaman. Most of these general clippings for the first five years came from the “white” press:
the New York Times, Evening Post, Sun, Globe and Commercial Advertiser, Evening Journal,
Press, and Literary Digest. There are also several articles from New York’s leading Black weekly,
the New York Age. Such diverse sources give clear indication of Harrison’s broad reading habits
and his interest in current events.17The most revealing document from Harrison’s early years in
New York is his diary. He first started a diary shortly after arriving in the United States but did not
continue it, and that copy has not been located. He started a new diary on September 18, 1907,
after securing work as a postal clerk. He would often make entries in it in the early-morning
hours after working a late-night shift and returning to his apartment to read and write. When
Harrison restarted his diary at age twenty-four he wrote down his thoughts on why he made that
decision:It must surely be instructive to look back after long years on one’s past thoughts and
deeds and form new estimates of ourselves and others. Seen from another perspective large
things grow small, small ones large and the lives of relative importance are bound to change
position. At any rate it must be instructive to compare the impression of the moment, laden as it
may be with the bias of feeling and clouded by partisan or personal prejudice, with the more
broad and impartial review which distance in time or space makes possible.This may serve me
in some sort as a history of myself twisted of two threads—what I do, and what I think. I hope I
shall not make any conscious effort to impress upon it a character of any sort. So far as life is
concerned as it comes so must it be set down. And if I omit any one phase of my life’s
experience I do so for judicial reasons and not for the sake of seeming better in my own eyes
when memory has ceased to testify.18While Harrison wrote his diary first for himself, there is no
doubt from its content and occasional marginal comments that it was also written for those who
would come after him—an indication that even as a young man he both had a strong sense of
self-worth and was aware of the importance of the work he undertook.19Harrison’s first great
intellectual transformation occurred around 1901, when he broke from his previously held
religious views. He had been reared as a Christian in the Protestant Episcopal faith. His diary of
May 20, 1908, describes in great detail the tremendous intellectual turmoil he underwent circa
1901 as he “divorced” himself “from orthodox and institutional Christianity” and became an
“Agnostic.” This break “was not effected at once”; it came in stages. Harrison emphasized that
this “divorce” from the church represented “neither a proof of depravity nor of indifference.”20In
the course of his study he read Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason, written in 1794 during the
French Revolution. Paine believed in a personal god distinct from the universe and apart from its
affairs, not the traditional God of Christian revelation. He also maintained that “the Bible and the
Testament are impositions and forgeries” and organized religion was “set up to terrify and
enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.”21The eighteen-year-old Hubert was deeply



influenced by Paine and felt that if his own “untried faith had first encountered the purely
intellectual non possumus [we cannot (know)] which deism presented it would have survived.”
The deism advocated by thinkers such as Jean Jacques Rousseau, (François-Marie Arouet)
Voltaire, and (Constantin François de Chasseboeuf, comte de) Volney, was “intellectually barren”
and a “sterile hybrid” and would not have posed a serious intellectual challenge to his religious
views. But, Paine, whom Harrison described as “the least learned of the 18th century deistic
writers,” presented “rationalistic results which bore their own proof on their face.” Paine’s
“reductio ad absurdum” (reduction to the absurd) arguments were, at the time, irresistible.”22In a
lecture he delivered years later, Harrison explained that Paine “popularized the arguments
against Christianity and brought them down to the level of democracy.” He considered Paine’s
significance to be the “dual aspect of . . .—militant unbelief and democratic dissent,” two
characteristics that were “truly representative” of “the thought of our time.” Interestingly, Harrison
would encourage “militant unbelief” and “democratic dissent” for the remainder of his life.23The
actual process of breaking with religion brought with it emotional pain, and Harrison used this as
a spur to system building. His diary entry of May 20, 1908, details this break:I was not one of
those who did not care: I suffered. Oh, how my poor wounded soul cried out in agony! I saw the
whole fabric of thought and feeling crumbling at its very foundations, and in those first fearful
weeks of stern reaction I could not console myself as so many have done with the husks of a
superior braggadocio. [So] I began with feverish anxiety to pick from the ruins those pieces that
would serve for the building of another fabric. What had gone was the authenticity of the Bible,
that which I had been taught was the word of God. For my God was the Bible God, the Jahveh of
Hebrew tradition plus the tribune God fused from four centuries of Persian, Babylonian and
Hindu teaching and the Alexandrine cobwebs of Porphyry, Plotinus and the Neo-Platonists. So
when my Bible went my God went also. But I had to get one to worship, and I proceeded to build
me a God of what was left. Do you remember [Alexander] Pope[’]s Universal Prayer?“Father of
all, in every ageIn every clime adored,By saint, by savage & by sageJehovah, Jove, or Lord.”It
was what I came to.24Then, as he gathered himself together, he also developed a new
philosophy of life. He wrote: “Time, the great healer, closed the wound and I began again to live—
internally. But I now had a new belief—Agnosticism. I said belief: what I did mean was
philosophy-of life, point-of-observation, attitude-toward-things. You must have one you know, or
you will cease to live.”25In developing his philosophy of life, Harrison’s first “great stumbling
block” was “the personality of Jesus.” For a long time the power of Jesus’ personality “haunted”
him. He did not consider Jesus a “pious fraud” as had the French historian and philosopher
Volney. Harrison “lived in the 20th century when comparative mythology had more rational
explanations to offer.” In the end, however, the stumbling block of Jesus went also.26 He
explained:Now I am an Agnostic; not a dogmatic disbeliever nor a bumptious and narrow infidel.
I am not at all of Col. [Robert] Ingersoll’s school and it gives me the keenest pleasure to engage
in dialectic with the vulgarian infidels who assume the name of Agnostic without knowing what it
means. If I am to explain myself by another I would say that I am (in my mental attitude) such an



Agnostic as [Thomas] Huxley was and my principles are the same.27Harrison was influenced by
the scientific approach of the largely self-educated British biologist Huxley and, over the years,
would include works by him on his recommended reading lists. Huxley, a leading exponent of
evolutionary theory and defender of Charles Darwin, coined the word and popularized the
concept of being “agnostic.” “Agnosticism,” he said, was “not a creed but a method,” the essence
of which was “the fundamental axiom of modern science”; “in matters of intellect,” you “follow
your reason as far as it will take you without regard to any other consideration” and “do not
pretend that conclusions are certain which are not demonstrated or demonstrable.” Like Huxley,
Harrison “refuse[d] to put faith in that which does not rest on sufficient evidence.” He chose
instead to “look the universe in the face,” to believe in “the sanctity of human nature,” and to
develop “a deep sense of . . . responsibility” for his actions. In his diary Harrison concluded that
he would never “be anything but an honest Agnostic” because, as he wrote, “I prefer . . . to go to
the grave with my eyes open.”28Harrison went through much of this intellectual struggle in “inner
loneliness.” In his diary he commented that since his boyhood he had turned to “Sorrow” as his
heritage, though he knew not why. In one of his more personally revealing passages he
wrote:The infinite sorrow in the face of the Christ-man, deeper than unfathomable seas, the face
of [Thomas] Carlyle, ridged with the furrows of travail and turmoil; the fire-chastened face of
Dante [Alighieri] that bearer of an immortal grief to the regions of underlying woe—these have
always had a strange attraction for me. The things that sadden are more to me than the things
that gladden.29As he pondered his loneliness and his understanding of life, he concluded that
God was “Unknown and Unknowable” and humanity was “more than life.” With such
understanding he placed the burden of human actions squarely on human shoulders: “For every
man who does is God and in his work he lives, as God, forever.” To those, “who think,” he added,
there was assured “an immortality more precious than that of their own individual
existence.”30Harrison’s grappling with a “philosophy-of-life” and his decision to put humanity at
the center of his worldview took its toll. He did not have the rituals, institutions, or certainty of
faith often provided by organized religion. The depths of his inner struggle may have left a mark
on his later life. In 1903 he undertook research and started writing an essay on suicide, which he
referred to as “the mightiest of my poor projections!”31 He also started a suicide scrapbook. At
several points later in life he would suffer from depression. Most revealingly, in 1908, pondering
the “problem of existence,” he wrote in his diary: “I wonder what the majority of the people find to
live for. They eat and sleep and rise again to procure the wherewithal to eat and sleep—just like
so many oxen. If I had no more than they have to live for I wouldn’t hesitate two hours to put an
end to my life. The soulless brutes!”32Painful as it was, Harrison’s break from religion made
possible a healthy, critical approach to all other matters. The step had a certain logic, as had
been noted in 1844 by a young Karl Marx, who, at that time, was similarly developing critical
talents and a worldview. Marx pithily concluded that “criticism of religion is the premise of all
criticism.” So it was for Harrison.33While he struggled inwardly, Harrison also began to extend
his views outward to the larger world of letters and ideas. In the period from 1903 through 1910



he had twelve letters to the editor published in the New York Times, the influential newspaper of
record. These wide-ranging letters give clear evidence of his developing race and class
consciousness, socialist and freethought beliefs, and familiarity with current events, history,
politics, literature, science, and evolutionary theory. They also reflect his beliefs that the
intellectual arena was the one area of life where white supremacy would not totally proscribe his
activities or deny his self-worth, that it was an area in which he could challenge notions of Black
inferiority and white supremacy, and that “when the Negro enters fully into the intellectual life of
the white American the customary barriers based on the assumption of his inferiority tend to
break down.”34Not surprisingly, the first of these letters, published in the Times of June 28,
1903, when he was only twenty years old, took up lynching—the horror, unknown in St. Croix,
that so marked the virulent white-supremacist nature of racial oppression in the U.S. The Times
reported that from January 1 to June 22, 1903, eighteen of twenty lynching victims in the county
were “negroes.” It was the June 22 lynching of the African American laborer George White and a
letter writer’s white-supremacist support of the action that prompted Harrison to action.35On
June 15, Wilmington, Delaware, authorities apprehended White for the assault and rape of
Helen Bishop, a seventeen-year-old white woman, who died the following day. Lynching hysteria
grew among whites, and on June 21, as reported on the front page of the Times, armed mobs
twice gathered outside the state workhouse where White was being held awaiting trial. That
evening, Reverend Robert Ellwood of the Wilmington Olivet Presbyterian Church, delivered a
sensationalized sermon arousing whites to seize the prisoner. The following evening a mob of
over two thousand seized him in a carefully planned operation that faced virtually no resistance
from the authorities. With the crowd shouting loudly, White was then tied to a stake, burned, and
shot by several men as he begged for his life.36In “A Negro on Lynching,” written on June 24,
Harrison responded to a letter to the Times by “S.H.B.” that gave him “quite a shock” as it argued
“that the tardiness of the legal and judicial machinery was a sufficient justification” for lynching.
“Shock” was an understandable response both on human grounds and because public support
for such behavior was far different than anything he knew in St. Croix. Harrison then challenged
S.H.B.’s “fallacious reasoning,” which he said would result in the overthrow of all government, in
“anarchy.” He emphasized that the law assumes innocence until guilt is proven and noted that a
“heavy part of the burden of responsibility” fell on the minister of God, Ellwood, whom he
described as “one of those giddy enthusiasts . . . filled with the notion that they are God’s
specially chosen representatives.” He also challenged descriptions of the victim as a “black wild
beast” and “brute” and pointed out that contemporary biologists and ethnologists agreed that
“the Negro . . . is a man—member of the genus homo.” Harrison made it a point to call readers’
attention to the list of lynchings in the Times, and he expressed doubt as to “whether Russia,
with her Jew-baiting, can surpass this country in cold-blooded cruelty and barbarous brutality.”
He then closed by explaining—“this is the opinion of a Negro who feels the injustice and veiled
oppression under which his race struggles in this ‘home of the brave and the free.’”37Figure 2.3.
The lynching of four unidentified African Americans, c. 1900, location unknown. In 1900, the year



of Harrison’s stated arrival in America, at least 107 African Americans were lynched nationwide,
including, it is believed, these four unidentified victims. Lynching, which so marked the virulent
white-supremacist nature of racial oppression in the United States, was a horror unknown in St.
Croix, and it truly “shocked” Harrison, as it did many others. After the 1903 lynching of the
African American laborer George White, Harrison wrote “A Negro on Lynching,” the first of his
many letters to the editor published in the New York Times. Source: Courtesy of Allen/Littlefield
Collection.While the twenty-year-old Harrison’s first published letter in the Times displayed his
opposition to lynching and racial oppression, his next letter indicated his support for labor, free
speech, and what he at the time referred to as “socialism.” (A decade later Harrison explained
that when he first read Single Tax literature he thought it was socialist.) The matter concerned
the English labor agitator, organizer, and self-described “philosophic anarchist” John Turner,
who, on October 23, 1903, was arrested in New York and imprisoned on Ellis Island in
preparation for deportation. The action was taken under provisions of the Immigration Act of
March 3, 1903 (32 Statutes-at-Large 1213), which provided for the exclusion of “anarchists, or
persons who believe in, or advocate, the overthrow by force or violence of the government of the
United States, or of all government, or of all forms of law, or the assassination of public officials.”
While Turner did not believe in or advocate the use of force or violence, he also did not believe in
organized government, and he was being prosecuted and deported for what he did not believe
in.38Turner was defended on freethought and free speech grounds by The Truth Seeker (a
freethought publication), the Manhattan Liberal Club, and the Free Speech League (a
predecessor of the American Civil Liberties Union), and these groups organized a December 3
meeting at Cooper Union in New York. Former Democratic congressman John DeWitt Warner
and the Single Taxers Ernest H. Crosby (president of the Anti-Imperialist League of New York)
and Robert Baker (congressman and founder of the Citizen’s Union) spoke. Letters of support
were read from William Lloyd Garrison Jr., the literary editor of The Nation magazine and son of
the famed abolitionist, and Edward M. Shepard, the 1901 Democratic mayoral candidate. Other
supporters included Dr. Felix Adler, the rationalist founder of the Ethical Culture movement;
Henry George Jr., son of the Single Tax movement founder; and Oswald Garrison Villard, the
pacifist editor of The Nation.39After a December 5 Times editorial defended the government’s
right to exclude Turner and criticized his supporters, Harrison entered the fray, explaining that “in
this age of so-called free thought and free speech it is the duty of every man to aid the weaker
side when that side seems . . . to be in the right.” He realized that this was “a perilous
undertaking” (in part, perhaps, because he was not a citizen), but he nevertheless declared, “I
must follow where my convictions lead” and focus on “the importance of the principle involved.”
Acknowledging that Turner was detained legally under the 1903 law, Harrison countered: “I have
yet to learn that legality and justice are interchangeable terms”; “slavery was once very legal . . .
but we are by no means sure that it was ever just.” He added that “to deport a man for exercising
the right of free speech when the exercise of that right limits none of the natural rights of any one
else, was unjust, tyrannical, and therefore undemocratic.”40Harrison went further in his letter



and declared, “I am merely a Socialist, and I do not believe in Anarchy, philosophical or
homicidal; yet I hold with the speakers at Cooper Union that if free speech is to be suppressed
by unjust legalities, then we had better knock Liberty off her pedestal and erect a more typical
symbol.” He also took the Times to task for its zeal in attacking Turner, which led it to make “very
indiscreet statements,” such as, “there is no such thing as government based on force in this
country.” Surely, countered Harrison, “the protection of property, . . . the maintenance of the
Monroe Doctrine, and a strenuous foreign policy” were examples to the contrary. He challenged
the Times “to convince any intelligent person that the element of force is not a prerequisite of
every present system of government.” He then concluded, “I believe, as many do, that force is
the necessary basis of government. The philosophical Anarchist believes otherwise, and it is for
this belief that the dictators of the Republic would deport Mr. Turner after the farce of ‘a trial
without witness and without counsel.’ And this is the sort of liberty we boast! Why, they do these
things better in Russia.”41After his concluding references to czarist Russia in his first two letters
to the Times, Harrison addressed “The Russian Menace” directly in a letter published on
January 4, 1904. He claimed that his letter was prompted by the imminence of a serious war
between Russia and Japan, which he viewed more broadly as “a world-drama, with England,
Japan, China, and Russia as the principal actors.” He began curiously, with a statement imbued
with assumptions of racial superiority similar to those dominant in the United States and similar
to those that he would regularly challenge. He wrote, “By superior force the nobler races have
impressed their civilization . . . on the baser peoples, and so made for the elevation of humanity,”
although “sometimes the advance of civilization has been seriously checked by the force of
barbaric hordes and the fate of humanity has trembled in the balance until the nobler races
reasserted their superiority.” Working from these general premises, he argued that “the Slavonic
race, or, to be more exact, the Russian nation, is the most serious menace to advancing
civilization.” With its “political system based on the groveling subservience of the people, and the
entrenched despotism of their rulers,” it was attempting to extend dominion over eastern Asia
toward the “final absorption of China” and the creation of “a Cossack world.”42Harrison’s
solution was to “look to the German races” for relief from this peril, and he urged that the “three
great Germanic nations should exert their combined commercial and military powers to defeat
the arms of Russia.” In the meantime, the ominous storm clouds in the East portended “an
approaching struggle, not merely between two nations, . . . but between two races; not merely
between Russia on the one side and Japan supported by England on the other, but between the
Slavonic and Germanic civilizations, to decide for the coming generations whether this shall be a
world of bureaucratic despotism or of free institutions.” Harrison hoped that “when the decisive
struggle comes . . . God grant that the sceptre of civilization may remain in the hands of the
Germanic race!”43Aspects of this letter—a battle within the white race, white (Russia’s) defeat in
a war with nonwhite (Japan), and opposition to Russian despotism—foreshadow future Harrison
writings. Other aspects do not fit in very well with his previously and subsequently expressed
anti-white-supremacist and freethought-influenced views. Though Harrison was still developing



his worldview, it appears that this letter includes some of his earliest use of irony. Harrison later
described irony as “the weapon which enters the armor of complacence where other weapons
far more intellectual are blunted,” and he discussed the “need to put forth a book pretending to
be written by a Caucasian which handles the racial situation either as [Jonathan] Swift did in his
‘Modest Proposal’ or more naively like the younger Henry Dodwell [Jr.]’s ironical essay,
‘Christianity Not Founded on Argument.’” Swift’s 1729 pamphlet, “A Modest Proposal: For
Preventing the Children of Poor People in Ireland from Being a Burden to Their Parents or
Country, and for Making Them Beneficial to the Publick,” is one of the great ironic works in
English literature. Written in the first person and with a self-righteous moral stance, the author
proposes solving Irish problems by fattening Irish children and serving them as food (he even
suggests cooking recipes). This approach, Swift argued, would address such matters as
overpopulation, starvation, poverty, unemployment, and childrearing expenses and would also
improve morality by leading to better treatment of wives and remaining children among the Irish.
In this case, the freethought-influenced and anti-white-supremacist Harrison, writing in the first
person, invokes God’s goodwill and posits a superiority of the Germanic race in order to argue
for struggle within the white race and for the defeat of despotic white Russia by non-white
Japan.44Harrison continued his social commentary in the Times with a February 4, 1904,
response to comments from Mississippi’s newly installed white-supremacist governor, James K.
Vardaman, who had proclaimed “that the Negro as a race is ‘deteriorating morally every day’”;
that “[‘Negroes’] are more criminal as freemen than as slaves”; and that “[‘Negroes’] who can
read and write are more criminal than the illiterate.” Harrison considered this “the same old
Southern superstition that if the Negro is educated he will become more wicked than he would
be if steeped in ignorance.” He explained that Southerners were “very rash and illogical”
regarding the “Negro question” and during the Civil War they maintained “that the Negro would
not work without physical compulsion.” Then, after the success of Tuskegee, Hampton, and
other African American industrial schools, they declared, like Vardaman, “that education makes
the Negro a criminal.” The “fallacy” of this was “evident,” he added, since by such reasoning,
such prominent African Americans as W. E. B. Du Bois, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Booker T.
Washington, Kelly Miller, Charles W. Chesnutt, and John E. Bruce, as well as the “talented tenth,”
would “constitute a class of deep-dyed criminals.”45Harrison also challenged Vardaman’s claim
that “an unmentionable crime committed by a Negro” was the manifestation of “the Negroes’
aspiration for social equality.” That view, put forth in similar fashion by South Carolina senator
Benjamin R. Tillman (whom Harrison described as “the mobocrat, chief of the blue-jean
aristocracy of the South”), was, he wrote, “the crux of the matter!” It was this “fear of ‘social
equality,’ . . . bugaboo which converts Southern cavaliers into fiendish, murder-mad lynchers.”
Harrison explained that “Negroes do not desire this ‘social equality:’ the intelligent, because they
know that no government can legislate one man to the table of another; and the unintelligent
because they cannot raise their thoughts so high.” It was “only the pitchfork politicians of South
Carolina, Mississippi, and such places” who would invent such an improbable tale, and “only



their illiterate and gullible myrmidons” who would believe it. Harrison concluded by “point[ing]
with pride to our property holdings and other real estate to the amount of tens of millions of
dollars; to our black doctors, lawyers, inventors, artists, mathematicians, sociologists; and, last
but not least, to our army of industrial laborers” to show that “no people struggling against such
adverse circumstances have advanced so rapidly in such a short time.”46Harrison’s next letter to
the Times concerned racist stereotypes. During the summer of 1904 the Hell’s Kitchen area of
New York, which included the San Juan Hill area where Harrison had lived, suffered another
“race riot” and several near riots. Harrison believed that the press was largely responsible for
inflaming racial tensions, and, after one particularly offensive Times editorial, he boldly wrote a
letter to the editor that appeared in the December 11 edition. The Times regularly reflected
Southern sentiment on the race question, and the earlier editorial had stereotyped Black people
as “chicken-stealers,” claiming that “Africans of any age, sex, or previous condition of
servitude, . . . [have an] affinity for chicken overriding all conditions of ownership and ethics, . . .
attested in an unbroken line of violated hen roosts dating back quite authentically to Noah’s ark,
and . . . to . . . Ham.” “Stealing,” according to historian Rayford Logan, “was the [derogatory]
characteristic most frequently attributed to Negroes.”47The twenty-one-year-old Harrison’s
response exhibited the reasoned and forceful historical knowledge and race pride that so
marked his efforts for the remainder of his life. It also exhibited a familiarity with evolutionary
thought and a critical attitude toward the use of religion and religious myth to justify specious,
pseudoscientific arguments.His letter explained, “I, sir, am a Negro, and, strange as it may
appear, I am proud of it. In the name of my race I resent the indignity which your editorial has put
upon us.” Harrison was using “Negro,” as he would throughout the remainder of his life, as a term
of racial pride. He challenged the assumption “that Africans (Negroes) . . . had been wont to steal
chickens since the days of Ham and Noah’s ark” and added, citing Thomas Huxley, that the ark
story was “an impossible myth.” Using his knowledge of biblical history Harrison stated that any
man of ordinary intelligence could prove from the Christian Bible “that Ham (if there ever was a
Noah) was not a Negro at all.” Having narrowed the chicken-stealing period, he then pointed out
that under the tribal governments of Africa, chicken culture was unknown and that in the West
Indies, where fowls were plentiful, “chicken stealing [was] much less common than suicide is
here.” Thus, he reasoned, “it cannot be true that all Negroes are prone to steal fowls, nor that
some Negroes have been wont to do so since the days of the wine-bibbing Noah.” Harrison
concluded that “as a Negro” he strongly objected to “the sweeping opinion of any newspaper
that we are a race of thieves—either of fowls or of anything else.”48In yet another letter to the
Times, several years later, Harrison countered the core white-supremacist argument that race
prejudice is innate (and therefore little can be done about it) with the argument that race
prejudice is a learned sentiment (and can, presumably, be unlearned or changed). In the July
20, 1907, Times he responded to a letter on “The Fate of the Negro” by “H.L.B.,” whom, he said,
started with “a prejudiced mind” and then “sought to enlist the support of science.” H.L.B. relied
on the science of philosophy professor William B. Smith of Tulane University in New Orleans



(author of a recently published white-supremacist book The Color Line: A Brief in Behalf of the
Unborn), who claimed that race prejudice was “a beneficent natural instinct—an instinct of self-
preservation.” Harrison challenged that assertion, citing the work of the late Harvard professor of
paleontology, geology, and “cultural geography,” Nathaniel Southgate Shaler, who, he said,
argued that an “instinctive distrust and suspicion of the alien” had been “an instinct of self-
preservation in the prehuman and early-human stages of . . . development.” But, as contact
continued, it “became less instinctive and less acute,” similar to how an organ or instinct declines
when the need no longer exists. Harrison added that H.L.B.’s “elimination of sentiment” placed
him “far behind Du Bois” in understanding. Race prejudice, explained Harrison, was “a
sentiment,” as was “justice.” Justice was “very different,” however, and that sentiment played a
role in the War of Independence, the War of Rebellion, English abolition, and the “granting of the
franchise in the United States.” Finally, Harrison challenged H.L.B.’s assertion that “race instinct”
kept “the [white] race from fatal mongrelization” by pointing to “the increasing millions of
mulattoes” in the nation (who were largely the result of white men taking liberties with Black
women).49These early social-commentary letters in the Times provided an outlet for Harrison’s
views, but this was clearly not enough for his searching intellect. Harrison was determined to
deepen his study and to share and develop his ideas through increased involvement in the Black
community—to get, as he explained, “in full-touch with the life of my people.” It was a course of
action that provided an extraordinarily rich, varied, and vibrant intellectual life, and nowhere was
this more the case than in the lyceums.50In his first decade in New York, Harrison’s community-
based intellectual work began in the heart of Manhattan’s Black community at the lyceums of
two West Fifty-third Street churches, St. Benedict’s and St. Mark’s. The churches, which also
had literary societies, were significant as central meeting places where West Indian immigrants
and U.S.-born African Americans could meet and exchange ideas. The cooperative spirit of the
lyceums was relatively unique in New York City, where tensions between these groups often ran
high. The lyceums served other functions also. They were educational; they offered
entertainment (to a community with limited access to the theater); they offered an element of
“glamour” for a good orator; and they provided the talented an opportunity to develop friendships
and skills and to receive constructive feedback and group recognition (opportunities not easily
available in the larger society).51St. Benedict the Moor Roman Catholic Church at 256 West
Fifty-third Street (between Seventh and Eighth Avenues) was named after the famous sixteenth-
century Black saint born in Sicily of African parents. The church served an interracial
congregation, had a larger number of Black parishioners than any other Catholic Church in New
York, and was especially concerned with the welfare of the African American community.
Headed by Father Thomas M. O’Keefe and Father O’Mahoney, it held classes of instruction on
Mondays and its lyceum on Wednesday nights. St. Benedict’s also had a paper, the Messenger,
which had a large circulation among the parishioners.52Associated with St. Benedict’s Lyceum
were a number of very talented Black working-class intellectuals, including the journalist,
customs messenger, and lay historian John E. Bruce; the clerk and bibliophile Arthur



Schomburg; and a younger fellow West Indian, Samuel Duncan, who was a porter and a future
president of the Universal Negro Improvement Association, editor of the Harlem newspaper the
Pilot-Gazette, and chairperson of the Pioneer Development Corporation (which would seek to
develop a “Colored Bank” in New York). At St. Benedict’s, discussions ranged widely in politics,
history, literature, and the arts, and the lyceum became known as “the intellectual center of the
New York Negro.” Years later Harrison referred to St. Benedict’s as the “germ” of Black racial
consciousness.53Figures 2.4–2.5. The Maryland-born, formerly enslaved journalist, customs
messenger, and lay historian John E. Bruce (1856–1924) and the Puerto Rico–born, Afro-
Caribbean bibliophile, lay historian, and clerk Arturo Alfonso Schomburg (1874–1938) were
among a number of very talented Black working-class intellectuals associated, as was Harrsion,
with St. Benedict’s Lyceum, “the intellectual center of Negro New York.” Years later Harrison
referred to St. Benedict’s as the “germ” of Black racial consciousness, and he recalled how the
lyceums nurtured personal friendships and insistence on “the right to differ . . . , to criticize . . .
and to dissent from . . . [that] which we believe to be wrong,” and “to do this openly and
publicly.”Figure 2.4. (top) John E. Bruce, c. 1911. Source: Courtesy of the Schomburg Center for
Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden
Foundations.Figure 2.5. (bottom) Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, c. 1904. Source: Courtesy of the
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and
Tilden Foundations.Harrison’s lyceum participation as listener, lecturer, and debater provided a
true scholarly training for his developing intellect. It also exposed him to his first major
organizational experience and to a group of people who would critically challenge “white” norms
and standards. Harrison afterward recalled, with justifiable pride, what he termed “the days of
our apprenticeship at old St. Benedict’s [and] St. Mark’s lyceum,” where “the fiercest opposition
in debate, could not take from the cordiality of personal friendship.” From such training Harrison
and others learned to “insist on the right to differ . . . , to criticise . . . and to dissent from . . . [that]
which we believe to be wrong. And . . . [to] do this openly and publicly, without beating the devil
around the stump.”54Of particular interest in Harrison’s educational development in this period
was the growth of his oratorical skills. He was able to overcome his lisp and become a
formidable speaker. This was done, as his sister Mary recounted, through the painstaking efforts
and assistance of Father O’Keefe of St. Benedict’s.55At St. Benedict’s Harrison was exposed to
independent and strong-minded intellectuals. Some years later Arthur Schomburg mentioned
him and his St. Benedict’s days in a letter to John E. Bruce, pointing out that “Harrison is clean
cut in public life and can cut and nip things right and left. He has a mind of his own—He is a
product of St. Benedicts Church” and is “determined in seeing things” in his “own way.” Over
time, Harrison’s independent and direct manner would sometimes be misinterpreted, and
individuals who became subjects of his forceful comments would frequently draw offense,
though, as J. A. Rogers later explained, “no personal malice” was intended.56Some of
Harrison’s earliest public speaking in this period probably grew out of his work with St.
Benedict’s Lyceum. On Wednesday, April 19, 1905, he delivered a speech after the meeting of



the Manhattan Council, Catholic Benevolent Legion, on Columbus Avenue. His talk reviewed the
work of Paul Laurence Dunbar, America’s leading Black poet. Harrison contended that “poetry
as an art ranks second only to music, and that men are decidedly deficient in culture if unable to
appreciate either.” The Catholic News reported that the audience commended him for his
“grace,” “charm,” and “admirable discourse.” Harrison’s lecture was so well received that a
second one was scheduled for St. Ignatius Council No. 151 of the Catholic Benevolent Legion on
June 12. He was now described as “the well-known (colored) orator,” and his next scheduled
lecture, on “Dunbar as Poet and Author,” was predicted to be “an intellectual treat.” Such public
work may have had wider implications, since shortly afterward St. Benedict’s Father O’Keefe
was nominated (and later nationally selected) to lead a proposed Catholic “Bureau of negro
missions” to develop work in the Black community.57
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Perry-yaY, “Deferred but not Forgotten. Until I saw the Book TV segment about this book, I was
unaware that a man like Harrison had lived and spoke so eloquently concerning the need for the
meaningful participation of the disenfranched underpaid, over-charged peoples of Harlem, in
particular, and by extension, the U.S. in general. I bought the book and have learned how
Harrison was considered and treated as if he were a bothersome inconvenience by so many of
the political and racial "leaders" who seemed to have been more willing to "go along to get
along." I thank Jeffery Perry for his informative historical biography. I find it interesting that his
name is rarely mentioned in other media venues.”

will, “Hurbert Harrison the great!. Great book and the shipping was fast.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Hubert Harrison: The Voice of Harlem Radicalism is a good read.
Hubert Harrison: The Voice of Harlem Radicalism  is a very interesting book.”

Darnell A. Morehand-Olufade, “Hubert Harrison: The Voice of Harlem Radicalism, 1883-1918
(vol. 1). This a fantastic autobiography about a Black male activist whom most people know very
little about during this specific period of time in history. Hubert Harrison was a West Indian
intellectual who was just as prominent in the Black Movement, but perhaps not as charismatic as
his counterpart, the Jamaican born, Marcus Garvey.”

Pianki, “Four Stars. Everything came as promised on time.”

Dennis E. Neblett, “An extremely important individual from the Harlem Renaissance period..
Great read on a forgotten historic figure.”

joe e benton iii, “The most underrated scholar and activist of all time. .... The most underrated
scholar and activist of all time. More people should read this book as it was very enlightening
and informative.”

Mark Edwards, “good. More people should be aware of this man, good book”

The book by Jeffrey B. Perry has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 40 people have provided feedback.
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