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INTRO DUCTIO N

W ithin the past two decades，our understanding of black urban life  has 
increased significantly. Books have appeared on blacks in  numerous 
northern, southern, and border cities.1 Despite th is breadth of scholar­
ship, the majority of which is of exceedingly high quality, the history of 
blacks in  the twentieth-century urban West has been largely neglected. 
Indeed, as the historian Lawrence B. de Graaf observed in  1975, it  is “the 
greatest vacuum in  western histx>ry.M L ittle  has been done in  the past 
decade and a half to f ill this vacuum，as scholars have concentrated on 
cities w ith  large black populations and focused largely on the process of 
ghettoization tha t occurred diiring the era of the F irst World War. Thus, 
as Gereild D. Nash wrote in  1973, the wstory of black Americans in  the 
West [in  the twentieth century] s till needs to be told."2

In  this book I  attempt to te ll part of that story by focusing 011 San 
Francisco^ black community between 1900 and 1954. San Francisco^ 
image as a liberal and progressive city provides an opportunity to study 
the black experience in  a western city and to compare that experience 
w ith those of black communities in  northern and eastern cities. Did 
blacks find greater social, political, and economic opportunity in  San 
Francisco? Were black m igration patterns to western cities like San Fran­
cisco like those to midwestem and eastern cities? How did San Francisco^ 
black leadership, protest organizations, emd race relations differ from 
other cities? Were white racial attitudes sim ilar in  San Francisco to those! 
in other sectors of the nation during the twentieth century? Were they | 
sim ilar even to the attitudes found in  other western cities?3 What impact 
did World War I, the Great Depression, the New Deal, and World War II 
have on black San Franciscans? And did black San Franciscans improve 
their status during the post-World War I I  era, as the ir counterparts
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throughout the nation were struggling for civil rights and racial equality?
These questions, to be sure, can also be raised ab(?ut other West Coast 

cities such as Los Angeles, Oakland, Seai±le, and Portland. But San 
Francisco represents a particularly intriguing case for many reasons. I t  
was the “preeminent” Pacific Coast city in  1865 and maintained that 
distinction throughout the nineteenth century. One scholar called San 
Francisco the ‘TRonie of the Pacific Coast; a ll roads led to it.”4 I t  was the 
eighth largest city in. the nation by 1900, containing 21 percent of the | 
total population of California, Oregon, and Washington. San Francisco ! 
also played a pivotal role in  the economic growth of the Pacific Coast. I t  
was a center of banking and finance; its manufacturers produced 60 
percent of the region^ goods. San Francisco also controlled much of the 
coastal trade and provided a wide range of economic opportunities to its 
ethnically and racially diverse labor force. As W illiam  Issel and Robert 
W. Cherny wrote in  a recent study of San Francisco, three decades after 
the discovery of gold San Francisco wstood v irtua lly  unchallenged as the  ̂
economic capital of the Pacific Slope.”5

San Francisco was also the leading social, cultural, political, and eco- 
nomic center for blacks throughout California during the nineteenth cen- 
tury. I t  contained the largest black nomilation in the state u n t il1900,/* 
when i t  was stirpassed by Los Angeles. Black San Franciscans estab-( 
lished the stated earliest black schools, press, churches, politica l conven- \ 
tions, protest organizations, and benevolent societies. They were also the \  
most prominent figures in  the struggle for c iv il rights throughout the I 
state during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.6 /

In  addition, San Francisco, rather than Oakland, Los Angeles, Port- 
land, or Seattle, possessed a mystique as a racially tolerant and progres- 
sive city toward blacks. Few white San Franciscans admitted tha t any 
form of racieil discrimination existed in  the ir city before 1940. Former 
president W illiam  Howard Taft had described San Francisco, famed as 
an international city and renowned for its beauty around the world, as 
“the city tha t knows how广 and most whites believed tha t th is appellation 
applied to race relations as well. Unlike many midwestem and eastern 1 
cities, San Francisco whites did not restrict blacks to well-defined com- 
munities as they did in  many cities, including Los Angeles.7 The m ajority i 
of San Francisco’s segregation laws were abolished by 1900; and blacks I 
were permitted to irequent most places of public accommodation, ride 
public transportation, and attend the public schools on an integrated 
basis. Not onfi Diadk was fivfir lynched in  San PranciscoT and there are i 
few recorded instances of interracial violence between blacks and whites. 
Nor did San Francisco ever experience race riots before the 1960s, like.
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many northern and southern cities that exploded during the World War 
I era and in  the early 1920s. Thus San Francisco^ race relations did not 
conform to the rig id  pattern that developed in  many twentieth-century 
urban centers.8

San Francisco is an important city to study for several other reasons. 
Pnor to the 1940s, it  did not rontain a largp inHnstrial black working 
class like Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh, or Milwaukee, al­
though the number of blacks in  industrial jobs did increase steadily after 
1910. Black workers were slower to gain industrial jods in  San Francisco 
than the ir counterparts in  other cities, however, and the vast majority of 
black workers remained outside organized labor un til the 1940s. San 
Franciscos black population also remained relatively small between 
.1900 and 1940, at a time when many northern and southern cities expe- 
rienced sizable increases in  the ir black communities. Thus San Francisco
offers not only an opportunity to examine a relatively stable black com- 
111unity over four decades (1900-1940), during a period of rapid demo- 
graphic changes in  many black communities, but also a chance to exam­
ine a western city during a period of cataclysmic economic, social, and 
demographic change (1940-1954).

Many aspects of San Francisco’s black community have been ignored 
by scholars.9 Douglas H. Daniels^ study of black San Francisco is valu­
able in  illustrating the struggles of blacks throughout the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries to come to grips w ith  racial discrimination and 
the illusion of San Francisco as an open, egalitarian city. His book is 
particularly strong in  describing cultural characteristics, social life, and 
the wide variations in  black life-styles that permitted blacks to adapt to 
the urban m ilieu. The study, however, gives little  attention to black lead- / 
ership, racial ideologies, protest organizations, politics, and interracialil 
societies. Nor does Daniels examine in  detail the impact of the Great! 
Depression and the New Deal, "World War I I，or the postwar era o il San 
Francisco’s black community.

The major focus of my study is the twentieth century, particularly the 
years from 1900 to 1954. The tu rn  of the twentieth century marked 
much more than just a logical place to begin this study. I t  also signaled 
a new era in  San Francisco’s black community, which had struggled be- 
tween 1850 and 1900 to gain many civil and j)〇litica l rights, including f \  
the right to vote, serve on juries, nde public transportation, testify in X r*T" 
Hburt against whites, and attend the ijpblic schools on an in tegrit^d /  ^  
Jjasis. 111 Part One I examine patterns of black migration, fam ily life , ( 
employment，housing, social life, politics, protest activities, and the sta- 
tus of blacks during the Great Depression and New Deal. During these
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years, San Francisco^ relatively small black community struggled to find 
decent jobs and adequate housing and to m aintain the ir dignity. They 
also attempted to elim inate any racial barrier tha t restricted the ir social, 
economic, and political progress, through protest organizations like the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). 
Black San Franciscans were not altogether successful in  eradicating ra-j 
cial discrimination before 1940, for they possessed v irtua lly no political 
power and could never influence most of the poweirful trade unions to  ̂
accept black workers. Although black workers made progress in  some 
occupations before 1940, they lagged behind white and Asian workers in  
most job categories, and they were overrepresented in  unskilled labor 
and the service sector. Here, black San Franciscans paralleled the strug­
gles and travails of black Bostonians, who Eilso lagged far behind both 
native white workers and white immigrants and made little  occupational 
progress relative to white workers before 1940.10

The impact of World War I I  and the postwar era on San Francisco’s 
black community is the subject of Part Two. The Second World War was 
a watershed for black San Franciscans, because i f  provided, for the firs t 
time, jobs in  semiskilled, skilled，and white-collar occupations in  sizable 
numbers. The war also shifted the major patterns of black and white 
migration from the North to the Sunbelt states. Black migration, in  par- 
ticular, increased dramatically throughout the entire San Francisco Bay 
Area, as high-paying industrial jobs became available in  Bay Area ship- 
yards and defense industries. San Francisco^ black population increased 
more than 600percent between 1940 and 1945 alone, as black southern, 
imgrants sought ecnnnrmV nppnH-nni^r better schools for the ir children, 
and freedom firem racial violence. The war also accelerated the campaign 
for racial equality tha t black San Franciscans had been waging for more 
than four decades. As black leaders joined w ith  white leaders to form 
interracial organizations, racial discrimination was 皿 der greater as- 
sault than ever before, and by 1954, blacks faced fewer barriers in  the ir 
quest for fu ll equality. I  concluded my study in  1954, because blacks 
throughout California and the nation would push, even more vigorously 
for civil rights and racial equality during the mid-1950s and 1960s. Thus 
the period after 1954, which some scholars have called the ^Second Re­
construction,n launched a new era in  San Francisco^ racial history and 
is beyond the scope of th is study.

My research on San Francisco’s black community and on other black 
urban communities in  the West reveals tha t western black communities 
developed differently in  some respects from those in  the East and M id­
west. Before 1940. 0ne of the characteristics tha t set black communities
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in  the West apart from those in  other regions was t.hpir jg^Jativelv small 
size. W ith the exception of Los Angeles, which had a black population of 
63,774 in  1940, black urban communities along the Pacific coast and in  
the interior grew at a mucli slower rate than those in  the North.11 M i- 
grating to a West Coast city like San FVancisco was more difficu lt be- 
cause of the distance and the expense, but many blacks also considered 
it  impractical because fewer industrial jobs were available there. And 
although blacks in  some midwestem cities were organized by the Con­
gress of Industarial Organizations (CIO) during the 1930s and 1940s to 
worK in  the automobile industry, most black westerners were excluded 
from organized labor u n til after World War II. Only as longshoremen 
were numbers nf San FranHstranR welcomed 011 an integrated basis 
and permitted to i〇in  a white union.12

Another characteristic tha t distinguished San Francisco and most 
western black ’communities was the absence of black ghettos before 
World War II. True, Los Angeles had lormecf a 5Ta6k gfietto as early as 
1930, but Los Angeles was exceptional because it  contained nearly as 
many blacks as every other western city combmed. No black ghetto de­
veloped before 1940 in  San Francisco, Oakland, Portland, or Seattle. 
Blacks in  these, cities generally lived m integrated neighborhoods and 
attended integrated schools, although small black enclaves had devel­
oped in  some cities before the ir black communities became sizable. The 
process of ghettoization that developed in  eastern and midwestem cities 
between 1916 and 1920 was delayed between twenty-five and th irty  
years in  western cities like San Francisco.13

San Francisco, Seattle, and Los Angeles, unlike midwestem and east- 
em urban centers, also had larpe communities of Asians, particularly 
Chinese and Japanese. San Francisco, in  fact, had the .largest Chinese 
community in  the nation during the nineteenth and early twentieth cen­
turies. During the nineteenth century, black and Chinese migrants ar- 

S nved in  San Francisco at roughly the same time, lived in  proxim ity to 
one another, shared sim ilar aspirations to better the ir economic and so- 

| cial position, and occasionally even shared the same recreation facilities. 
| Yet San Francises Chinese community was more than ten times larger 
than its black population in  some years and constituted a significant 

=percentage of the city s labor force. Elsewhere I have compared some 
| aspects of the Dlack and Chmese communities in  San Francisco, includ- 
11ng migration patterns, employment, housing, education, and white atti- 
f tudes toward both groups, as Quintard Taylor has done for the black and 
^Japanese communities in  Seattle.14 The Chinese, despite also being por； 
_a y e d  by whites as an undesirable and inferior race, made significantly
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more progress than blacks in  employment and dominated some occupa­
tions, such as laundry work £ind cigarmaking, during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Yet they lagged behind blacks in  education, housing, 
and health care and were occasionally the targets of mob violence. 111 this 
respect, the Chinfiaft fifirypH as a hnfFpv between the white_and-black 
communities, fc r they, rather than blacks^ were Derceived by white work­
ers as a threat to the ir wages and working conditions,15 
' 111 th is book riTso explore the impact of tlie  Great Depression and the 

New Deal, World War II, and the postwar era on San Franciscos black 
community. Only two studies of urban black communities, Joe W illiam  
TVotter, Jr., Black Milwaukee: The Making of an Industrial Proletariat, 
1915-1945, and Darrel E. Bigham, We Ask Only a Fair Thai: A  History 
of the Black Community o f Evansville, Indiana, evaluate the impact of 
the Great Depression, New Deal, and Second World War on blacks.16 No 
scholar has examined the postwar era and its impact on a black urban 
community to date, although Arnold R. Hirsch*s Making the Second 
Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago,1940-1960 explores the black 
struggle for decent housing in  a northern metropolis between 1940 and 
1960, and Nicholas Lemann^ The Promised Land: The Great Black Mi­
gration and How It Changed America examines how the migration of 
southern rura l black migrants from Clarksdale, Mississippi, to Chicago 
during the 1940s and 1950s affected fam ily relations, housing patterns, / 
employment, and race relations in  a northern city.17 My research sup­
ports Grerald D. Nash^ conclusion tha t World War I I  had a “transforming 
effect** on race relations in  the West18 and shows t.hat-fyn artivA CIYM 
rights movement existed in San Franrism  during 十‘Tip  1Q4Aa gnrl ~|QpnP 
the product of a nommithfifl interracial leadfirship anH a npw hlaplr 
ership class tha t had migrated to San Francisco during World War II.

Black San Francisco, then, is about how blacks attempted to gain 
social, political, and economic equality in  a western city w ith  a progres- 
sive image, few segregation laws, and a liberal reputation. Despite the 
small size of San Francisco’s black population between 1900 and 1940 
and the nominal economic competition between black and white workers, 
most whites perceived blacks as an inferior racial caste and restricted 
the ir progress socially, politically, and economically. Although black San 
Franciscans fought to eradicate these attitudes between 1900 «r»H 1940, 
largely through protest organizations and the black press, they did not 
have the power to significantly alter the ir status. As the black population 
increased dramatically between 1940 and 1954, white prejudices became 
even more virulent. During the 1940s and 1950s, many blacks s till found 
it  d ifficu lt to rent or purchase decent housing in  integrated communities
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and to find employment other than unskilled, menial jobs. This racial 
caste system dictated, as David M. Katzman showed in  his study of 
Detroifs black community, that blacks and whites, irrespective of class or 
qualifications, rarely interacted on an equal footing. This was true both 
socially and politically but was especially evident in  the employment 
sector. Black San Franciscans were generally denied access to trade 
111110ns before 1945 and barred JBrom many skilled, white-collar, and pro­
fessional jobs. Black women fared even worse. 111 San Francisco and most 
of the W est.^lack wnmfin wprp ovfirw lielm iiiglv refeerated tr> Hnmpstir 

^and personal ap-nnro jf>bR nr womfiri'f：! work ,，19
Understanding the texture of this racial caste system is critical to 1 

understanding why blacks made so little  progress in  areas like employ­
ment and housing, despite the absence of segregation laws. Many whites 
resented the presence of blacks unless they occupied subservient or 
menial roles. Yet white San Franciscans were also conscious of San Fran- v 
cisco’s national image as a tolerant and progressive city, and some 
worked diligently to maintain that reputation. Most whites were civil in  
their contacts w ith blacks, irrespective of the ir personal prejudices, and 
displayed what one historian has called “polite racism.” Yet c iv ility  only 
masked the antipathy, disdain, and hostility that many whites fe lt to­
ward black San Franciscans. So although I agree w ith  the contention of 
historian W illiam  H. Chafe tha t ^civility is the cornerstone of the pro­
gressive mystique, signifying courtesy, concern about an associate s fam­
ily, children, and health, a personal grace that smooths contact w ith 
strangers and obscures conflict w ith  foes,w I  believe that the racial caste 
model adopted by David Katzman has far greater applicability to San 
Francisco.20

On the eve of the historic Brown v. the Board of Education, Topeka 
decision in  1954, which outlawed segregation in  public schools, blacks 
s till faced many of the same problems they had confronted more than a 
decade earlier. Tb be sure, progress had been made in  many areas, but 
black San Franciscans continued to be excluded from many areas of 
employment because of the ir race, and they occupied some of San Fran- 

: ciscos worst housing. In  spite of San Francisco’s c iv ility  and its liberal 
|  reputation，racial discrimination and the white perception that blacks
| constituted an inferior racial caste lim ited black progress and advance- 
|  ment in  many areas. Thus W. E. B. Du Bois^ prophecy that athe problem 
|  of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line” also included a 
I politely racist” western city like San Francisco.21



PART ONE
THE EVOLUTION AND SHAPING 

OF SAN FRANCISCOS 
BLACK COMMUNITY 1900-1940



THE GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT 
OF SAN FRANCISCO'S BLACK 

COMMUNITY 1900-1930

Few American cities had undergone the rapid demographic and economic 
transformations that San Francisco experienced during the nineteenth 
centuiy. By 1900, San Francisco had become the leading West Coast 
metropolis and one of the fastest-growing cities in  the nation. The_dise〇v- 
ery of ̂ ald at Sutter^ Fort in  1848 had sparked an international move­
ment of fortune seekers to northern California， and San Francisco’s pop- 
ulation grew at an astonishing rate for the next three decades.1 In  1848, 
San Prancifico recorded a population of only 1.000 people. Four years 
later t ie  city*s population had swelled to 30,000, and in  1860, 56,803 
people resided in  this once tiny hamlet—an increase of 89 percent from 
the 1850 census.2 This rate of growth is impressive by any standard; it  is 
even more remarkable when measured by the standards of East Coast 
cities like New York and Philadelphia, which took nearly two centuries to 
achieve this rate of growth. 'Despite its inauspicious location,M wrote 
Roger W. Lotchin, aa great city had grown up on the north end of San 
Francisco Peninsula."3

San Francisco^ growth was equally impressive between 1860 and 
1900. In  1870 its population had grown to 149,473, an increase of 163
’percent from the previous census. And although San Francisco’s popula- 
tion growth had slowed to 57 percent between 1870 and 1880 and 28 
percent between 1880 and 1890, these were nonetheless significant in ­
creases. By 1900, 342,782 people lived in  San Francisco, making it  the 

?largest city on the West Coast.4
San FVanciscob rapid population growth was accompanied by a paral- 

：leLboom in  business and economic development, and by 1880 San Fran- 
cisco IpH t,hp -pritirfi^Wfist C<̂ >ast as a center of finance. Mrrtie city Rad more 
maniifacturing establishments, more employees in  workshops, greater
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capitalization, larger value of materials, and higher value of products 
I than all the other twenty-four western cities combined.M San Francisco's 
/ foreign imports ranked fourth in  the nation in  1890, tra iling  only those 
| of New York, Boston, and Philadelphia. Equally impressive was San 
| Francisco^ export trade, which ranked fifth  in  the nation and was fueled 

largely by the shipping of wheat and flour.5
Manufacturing' grew rapidly in  San Francisco during these years, and 

by 1880 the city had the mosfbroadly based, diversified manufacturing 
sector in  the state. The value of San Francisco^ manufactured goods had 
risen to $118 m illion by 1890, an increase of $81 m illion dollars in  the 
space of two decades. Although the m ajority of employers hired fewer 
than five employees in  1880, both small and large companies grew rap- 
id ly during the decade, producing a variety of goods, including foodstuffs, 

• cigars, clothing, textiles, lumber, and leather goods. San Francisco^ food- 
J processing industry alone earned $50 m illion dollars 1111890, and the 
I sugar-refihing industry, largely under the domination of Claus Spreck- 
els, emerged as one of the largest sugar refineries in  the nation. This 
industry earned $17 m illion in  1890, making it  the dominant manufac- 
turing industaty in  San Francisco and in  the western region.6

In  the wake of the gold rush, the city had no shortage of banks,’ and 
several of these institutions, such as the Nevada Bank and the Bank of 
California, also brought large profits Nevada silver to San Fran­
cisco. This capitsil stimulated the growth of commerce, industry, and real 
estate development. The Nevada Bank, located at Montgomery and Pine 
streets, was capitalized at $10 m illion and had over $20 m illion in  addi­
tional reserves. Pix)minent bankers, such as James Phelan and Charles 
Croker, were among San Francisco’s economic.elite during the late nine- 
teenth century. They shaped the city’s economic life  for more than five 
decades7 and, along w ith  the ir fellow bankers and industrialists, or­
ganized and led some of the most important financial institutions in 
San Francisco. They also invested heavily in  numerous local and state 
enterprises, including insurance, shipping, railroad, real estate, and 
u tility  companies. By virtue of the ir economic influence they also domi­
nated the political arena in  San Francisco throughout the nineteenth 
century.8

As in  many American cities. San Francisco’s economic elite also served 
as the city's social and cultural leaders. F ^m er San Mayor
James Phelan, for example, served as president of the San Francisco A rt 
Association, the Pacific Union Club, and the Bohemian Club, and the 
membership of these organizations read like the ciiy*s social register. 
Phelan used his influence in  social, political, and economic circles to
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bring the C ity Beautiful movement to San Francisco. Under the auspices 
of the Association for the Improvement and Adornment of San Francisco, 
Phelan commissioned Daniel H. Burnham, recognized as the leading city 
planner in  the nation, to provide a comprehensive design for an rtImpe- 
ria l San Pranciscow that would riva l the great cities of the world. A l­
though the Burnham Plan was never adopted, it  illustrated the influence 
that San FVancisco^ economic elite had in  cultural affairs.9

The rise and proliferation of labor unions between 1849 and 1890 was 
a significant factor in  San Franciscos economic growth and contributed, 
in  large measure, to the relatively highTwages workers receivedrLabor 
agitation was a conspicuous feature of San Francisco’s history during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as labor unions used the 
favorable business climate to press for higher wages and better working 
conditions.10 Some of these early unions, such as the Trades Assembly, 
the Knights of Labor, and the International Workingman's Association, 
enjoyed lim ited success but were short-lived. Others, such ~as the San 
Francisco Labor Council, established in  1891, and thaJ^uilding TVades 
Council (RTC^rrpfltpH in  1896, were extremely influential and a boon to 
organized labor. The BTC 4<became perhaps the most powerful labor or- 
ganization in  the country.”11 Because of its domination of San Francisco’s 
construction industaty, the BTC could require union membership as a 
prerequisite for employment. The BTC^ reliance on the closed shop gave 
it  tremendous leverage in  negotiating wages and working conditions. 
Moreover, its organizational structure, which consisted of autonomous 
locals of different trades tha t were affiliated w ith  national unions, en- 
sured that ^undesirable" workers such as blacks and Asians would not 
easily obtain membership.12 Consequently, black San Francis£ajQS^_as  ̂
well as the ir Asian counterparts, remained v irtua lly excluded from orga- 
laized labor 1111t i l after World War II.10 —
"'"While most San Franciscans BelievecTthat ample opportunity to excel 
existed throughout the nineteenth century, social m obility had slowed 
considerably by 1880. As Peter R. Decker showed in  his study of white- 
collar m obility in  mneteenth-century San Francisco, wclass social bound- 
 ̂aries were more closely drawnw by the 1880s, and it  had become increas- 
|ingly difficu lt for blue-collar workers to rise into white-collar occupations.
I Only 5 percent of the 1880 elite, for example, ahad worn a blue collar in 
fthe ir firs t San Francisco job, a smaller group than the 16 percent of the 
pfirst merchant generation (the elite of the 1850s) who emerged from the 
franks of workingmen,w Decker noted.14 The average worker found tha t' 
丨:opportunities to move up the occupational ladder were more rather than 
r less restricted as time progressed, and San Prancisco’is social structure
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began to replicate tha t of many northern and eastern cities during the 
late nineteenth century. Fortunes could s till be made and white-collar 
m obility was a conspicuous feature of the middle class，but San Fran- 
cisco^ social structure was not as open or flu id  as it  had been during the 
city*s formative decades. Most occupational m obility was lim ited to the 
white-collar sector by 1880, and th is new elite dominated San Francisco 
economically and politically well into the twentieth century.15

Against th is backdrop of a city tha t had grown from a commercial village 
to an urban metropolis in  the space of a fpw a small black
community tha t aspired to improve its social, political, and economic 
status. For black leaders like Peter. Cole, wlio delivered an address in  
1865"Before the black state convention in  Sacramento. California was the 
site where wthe work of black liberation was destined to begin*”16 These 
early black migrants were £is optim istic as white lm m igrantg^hat San 
Francisco offered them a fresh start, hope, and myriad economic oppor­
tunities. One black m igrant was so impressed w ith  San. Francisco^ eco- 
n6mic promise tha t he called the city the wNew \o rk  of the Pacific.,，17 
Indeed, work was plentifu l during the city*s fom iative years. A few black 
migrants ran small businesses or were employed as artisans or semi­
skilled workers, but the m ajority did not fare so well. Eighty percent
worked in  unskilled, service-oriented Dositions in  1860. Several luxury 
hotels, such as the Palace Hotel, employed black work crews, and 20
percent of black workers w e ^ eniployed as cooks. Most black working
women were employed in  domestic service, a pattern they would not
break u n til World War II.

Despite restricted employment opportunities, a minusciile number of 
black San. Franciscans, such as ^/[ifflin  W. Gibbs, however, were rela­
tively successful. Bom a free black in  Philadelphia in  1823, Gibbs was 
lured to San Francisco by gold. He found employment as a carpenter，but 
was dismissed after white employees threatened to strike rather than 
tolerate a black co-worker. Although he was discouraged by this experi- 
ence, Gibbs went on to establish a small business, the Pioneer Boot and 
Shoe Emporinm, which specialized 111 the sale of "fine boots and shoes/* 
According to Gibbs, ^The business, wholesale and retail, was profitable 
and maintained for a number of years.”18 Gibbs’s success as a black 
merchant was unusual: he was one of only three blacks listed among 
3.100 rrifirnhariius-jQ-thfi 1859. census for San Francisco. Gibbs acknowl­
edged tha t he was an exception and that most clacks worked “in  the 
lower and less remunerative pursuits.，n9 W ith the rise of white unions in
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the service trades during the 1880s and the continuing competition w ith 
Chinese workers, who outnumbered blacks significantly during the nine­
teenth century, black workers were challenged and displaced, even in  
unskilled positions.20

The earliest black migrants also discovered that San Francisco’s racial 
patterns, though never as rig id  or oppressive as the conditions black 
Southerners endured, were sim ilar to those in  many northern and west- 

cities. They also found tha t they were denied many civil and p o litic a l丨 
rights. San Francisco’s small black population, which grew from less 
than five hundred in  1852 to 1.847 in  1890. struggled to gain the vote^to 
attend integrated schools, to testify in  court in  cases involving whites. ! 
and to use public accommodations on an. equal basis.21 THie，these types 
ol racial restrictions charactenzed most western cities during the nine­
teenth century, as well as northern and midwestem urban centers such 
as Cleveland, Detroit, and Evansville, Indiana. But black migrants had 
hoped San Francisco would become a more open and egalitarian society. 
■Instead, the world of black San Franciscans contrasted sharply w ith  th a t) 
of their white counterparts, who did not have to wage a protracted strug- / 
gle to gain civil and political rights, to attend integrated schools, to ridel 
puonc transportation, and to jo in labor unions on an equal basis. The! 
experience of blacks resembled more closely the _plight of the Chinese, 
who also fought for political and civil rights. ar>H who wpvp t.hp
targets vinlpnpp hv white workers. Thus, even though life may
have been d ifficu lt for the majority of nineteenth-century San Pran- 
ciscans and particularly harsh for some groups such as the Irish and the 
Chinese, the attitude of most whites toward blacks was one of contempt 
throughout the nineteenth century. As Lotchin concluded, wSan Fran­
ciscans shared the general white American prejudice against Negroes/*22 

7 White San Franciscans were reluctant integrationists, and they did not 
^extend equal rights to blacks u n til they were pressed to do so. In  his 
| study of Detroifs black community, David Katzman observed that whites 
Iperceived blacks as an inferior caste un fit to interact w ith  them under 
most circumstances. White San Franciscans, in  many instances, shared 
these views. The term wcasteM seems appropriate to explain whites* anti- 

pyathy and contempt toward blacks of all social and economic classes. 
|These attitudes contrasted sharply w ith  San Francisco^ image as a lib ­
eral and racially progressive city. The incongruity of the small black caste 

：struggling for dignity and civil rights in  the midst of an avowed liberal 
5 and racially tolerant wJiite community would characterize San Fran- 
_cisco’s race relations throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth cen- 
l^uries.23

ハメ̂ K
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Blacks responded to economic restrictions and racial inequality in  a ' 
number of w’ays. Some migrated to other California cities, such as Oak- | 
lanH or Los Angeles. Others returned to the ir home states. The_Scin ( 
Frandsco Elevator, a black newspaper, wrote in  1868 that the wtide of j 
travel [to San Francisco] is reversed. Our representative men are leaving i 
us, going East, some never to return. California does not hold out suffi- \ 
cient inducements for able colored men to come here and waste their 
tim fi and bury the ir talents where they are not appreciated."24 Lim ited 
employment opportunities created a class of idle blacks who frequented 
street comers and occasionally proved to be public nuisances. A black 
barber complained about the “great number of idle Negroes lounging 
around the bootstands, discussing politics; often drunkenness, profanity
and quarreling among them is a great detriment to my business and
disgusting to the public.w25

Although black leaders knew tha t racial dismm ination was in  part 
responsible for the diminished employment opportunities available in  
San Francisco, they also argued tha t unless more blacks learned trades, 
the race would never overcome its lowly occupational status. The Pacific 
AppeaJ^ a black weekly, asked its readers, ^ o w  can you ever expect to 
occupy any other position, than tha t of menials, if  you educate your 
children for no others?* Trades, the paper argued, would make blacks 
“independent of the whitewasli brusli and the shop bucket. Similarly, 
black editor Philip A. Bell believed tha t the succeeding generation should 
strive to be more than ̂ waiters, bootblacks, white-washers, and barbers." 
As late as 1890, the black press continued to extx)l the virtues of learning 
trades as an important precondition for social m obility and economic 
progress. Yet blacks made only marginal progress in  skilled and semi­
skilled jobs before the 1940s.26

The vast m ajority of black San Franciscans chose not to leave for other 
cities. Instead, like the thousands of white ethnic immigrants who pre­
ceded them to the Bay Area, they remained and strove to improve their 
status. Much of the ir struggle would be channeled through an array of 
committees, protest organizations, and institutions (such as churches, \ 
dodges, litel-ary societies, political leagues, and black newspapers) e s ta b -1 
lished between 1850 and 1870. Thus organized black protest was an 
integral part of San Francisco^ heritage. As early black leaders,
led by M ifflin  Gibbs and J. H. Townsend, printed a lis t of resolutions in 
the A lta C aliforn ia  protesting the denial of the franchise and the righ t of | 
blacks to testify in  court cases involving whites. The riprht of testimony \ 
and the franchise, both integral parts of the democratic process, were Wo 
of tHe most important issues for black leaders. Jg^emiah Burke Sander­
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son, a black m inister and activist, wrote that the denial of the righ t to 
testify was the catalyst for the 1855 black state convention, in  which 
black San Franciscans played a pivotal role. Blacks also associated the 
testimony righ t w ith  the righ t of self-defense. The Pacific Appeal wrote 
tnat the denial of the righ t to testify against whites would leave the black 
populace in  an untenable position, ^victims of every lawless ruffian who 
chose to murder, rob and oppress us.” I t  described the restrictions as 
“relics of barbarism and slavery,” and lobbied to remove them. Black 
leaders also conducted petition drives, which were supported by some 

；whites throughout the state, but twelve years transpired before the state 
legislature granted blacks the righ t to testify against whites in  1863.27

Black San Franciscans, like the ir counterparts in  Cleveland and New 
York, also struggled during the 1850s and 1860s to gain the franchise. 

| Black suffrage associations were established in  San Francisco as early as 
11852, when the Franchise League was founded, although the campaign 
| to obtain the vote did not intensifi/ un til the 1860s. Philip A. Bell, the 
I  editor of the San Francisco Elevator, a weekly black newspaper, provided 
| the spark and impetus behind the drive. rtLet the entire state be can- 
pvassed,M Bell wrote in  1865. Realizing the role tha t public opinion would 
I  play in  this campaign, Bell continued, rtI t  is not legislation alone to whom 
I  we must look to extend us that right. We must educate the people.M Bell 
Bjalso maintained tha t black voters would be as sophisticated in  the ir use 

the franchise as white voters and tha t it  would not ^require a gener- 
pation to educate them [blacks] to an intelligent use of the ballot/* as some 
|  critics had charged.28
f t  Black San Franciscans formally petitioned the state legislature in 
■186?, two years after that body had defeated an 1865 amendment to 
隱 6peal the racially restrictive franchise law. Once again, however, the 
きlegislature ignored the pressure by black leaders to grant them the right 
^ ||) vote. Thus blackswere unable to vote in  California u n til the passage 
g f  the Fifteenth Amendment in  1869.29 —
fcf The issue of integrated prinrat.inp was also as volatile in  San Francisco 
fa s  in  most northern communities. Although California^ earliest school 

made no specific mention of racet black children were required to 
Bfctend segregated schools as early as 1854. Black leaders made im- 
B rom ptu inspections of the JimjQraw school, located near the comer pf 
pfacKson and Virginia streets, and often found the conditions deplorable, 
fflpoused m tfielbasement of a black church, the colored school was “dark, 

w ith only one small yard as a playground.,，3°
Black parents also protested the Jim  Crow schooFs location. They 

^P'gaed that the ir children were forced to walk several miles to school,
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often in  poor weather, and tha t th is had an adverse effect 011 black atten- 翻  

dance. Indeed, by the late 1860s, a higher proportion of blacks than 
whites failed to attend school. Between 1869 and 1870,145 black c h i l - _  
dren were enrolled in  school, but the average daily attendance was sev- ■  
enty-six pupils. Since most black parents could not afford to send their f l  
children to private schools, and since Catholic schools were also expen- f l  
sive and discriminated on the basis of race, many black children simply 圍

stayed home. The precise number of black children who did not attend f l
the colored school cannot be determined. However, during the 1859-1860 1 
school year, one hundred black students were enrolled in  the colored 翻  

school, but the average daily attendance was only th irty-nine students.31 9  
As in  the ir earlier struggles for the righ t to testify and the righ t to vote, 

black San Franciscans used the meager resources w ittnn the ir commun- 9  
ity  to protest segregated schools for black children. Indeed, the school 8  

,issue dominated the black press in  the 1870s, and the concern by local 画  

blacks was echoed statewide. ^The proper education of our children is 
paramount to a ll other considerations,w wrote the Pacific Appeal. Black 

i leaders organized a district educational convention in  Stockton in  1871 
to discuss th is issue and devise a strategy, and the 1873 Cgilifomia - f l  
black state convention passed several resolutions denouncing segregated 

(schools.32 f l
Black San Franciscans fina lly appealed to the courts. 1111872, the 9  

parents of M ary Prances Ward sued Noah Flexed, the principal of the 
Broadway Grammar School, and the San Francisco school district when 
the ir daughter was refused admissionnbecause of her race. John W. .圍 

Dwmelle, a prominent white local attorney, agreed to serve as Ward^ _  
counsel and to test the legality of the de facto policy tha t prohibited black _  
children from attending school w ith  white children. Dwinelle argued that 
the fyyis^ing1 school code violated the Fourteenth £ind Fifteenth amend- 
ments and the C ivil Rights Act of 1866. Even though he knew that two 欄  

bills designed to admit black children to the public schools had been 戀  

defeated by the legislature in  1872, Dwinelle was optim istic that the 纏
state supreme court would rule in  his client’s favor. Less than two years 翻

after the case had been filed, the California State Supreme Court ruled 
that unless separate schools for blacks were maintained, blacks could not 
be legally excluded from white schools. This decision “estajjlished the 漏  

principle of ‘separate but equal* in  California la w ~~twentv-two years 
before the United States Supreme Court adopted it  in  the case of Plessy 響  

leaders calleiaTthe decision a compromise7rather than f l  
a victory, for it  avoided the real question of equality before the law. The H  
"old bam, called a colored school stands upon Russian H ill w ith  no more 漏
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additional improvements or facilities than before the decision was given/5 
wrote the Pacific Appeal. The San Francisco Board of Education fina lly \ 
voted to end segregated public schools for blacks in  1875. after a commit­
tee of the board ^recommended tha t Colored children, be allowed to at-/ 
tend any public school and that separate schools be abolished.”33

The board’s decision to abolish aeffre^atefLachools was the result of 
public pressure by local leaders, both black and white, and a declining 
economy. San Francisco’s black leadership had pushed for the abolition of 
the Jim  Crow school for two decades w ithout but the ir struggle
drew attention to the colored schoors deplorable condition. Several in ­
fluential whites, including John W. Dwinelle and J. F. Cowdery of 
San Francisco, a local assemblyman, opposed the Jim  Crow school.
The state s declining economy during the 1870s also contributed to the 
board’s decision. The city’s colored school was more expensive to operate 
on a per pupil basis than were the larger white institutions, according to 
Charles Wollenberg, and many voters balked at paying taxes to support 
it  during a depression. The expediency of the board’s decision was not lost 
on the Pacific Appeal, which wrote î hat board members favored ending 

Jim-Crow schooL because of ̂ retrenchment and ftoonomy rather than 
ajagally spontaneous desire at this time to do justice to colored children.” 
Regardless of whether the board’s motivation was ideological or merely 
pragmatic, this was an important decision. I t  signaled the crumbling of 
another caste barrier in  San Francisco. Five years later, segregated school 
卜facilities for blacks were outlawed throughout California.34 パ..

Black San Franciscans were generally permitted access to public ac- 
[commodations. but th^v were ocrasionallv barred from public transporta­
tion and restricted in  certain establishments. One proprietor reported ^  
；̂ia t a Negro was free to patronize his tavern, ^provided he did not come 
t̂oo often." A t least four blacks filed suit against puhlir transportatinn 

|C(^pames in  San Francisco and collected damagesL_arLjriHiration that, 
prot^em was more widespread during the 1860s than many people 

〔believed.35 1867, blacks auparentlv rode w ith-
feut harassment, but were not as fortunate in  other areas. Charles 
preen, a twenty-fbur-year-old black man, sued T  R. Jackson in  1876 I 
pfter he was denied access to the dress circle during a performance of the 
Jubilee Singers. Jackson, who managed Maguires New Theatre, a pop­
u la r local establishment, was acquitted in  the U. S. C ircuit Court, on the 
grounds that the owner of a private establishment had the right to deter- 
,〇nine his own procedure for seating. Green appealed the decision but lost 
p is appeal. As historian Roger W. Lotchin concluded about San Fran­
cisco^ race relations, ttthe hostility was always amV>igrî ri1|pi
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anrl support coexisted w ith  antipathy/* So although blacks were allowed 
td fi^quent most restaurants and theaters, albeit in  restricted seating 
areas, they could not attend San Francisco’s public baths and were re- 
auired to s it in  the balconv in  some theaters. Thus caste barriers were 
eradicated in  education, voting, and the righ t to testify in  court by the 
18708T but they remained intact in  other areas, such as public acconnno- 
dations.36

The—difference in  black access to  education and transportation , on the
one hand, and to places of public accommodation, on the other, was a 
matter of degree. True, blacks did not have to wage extensive public or 
legal campaigns in  order to frequent public establishments, but then 
black patrons had more alternatives in  selecting places of public accom­
modation than they did in  choosing schools and transportation. When 
black patrons received poor service or were offended by racial slurs at 
one restaurant or tavern, they simply chose another establishment 
where they fe lt more comfortable. When it  came to schools or local trans­
portation, however, the ir options were few and the stakes were higher, 
which may explain why blacks chose to wage more intensive campaigns 
in  these areas.

By 1900, San Francisco's small but cohesive black community had 
made significant progress in  breaking down the racial caste system in 
many areas. Black leaders had secured a number of rights: the ri^h t to 
vote, to attend integrated schools, to ride public transportation, to testify 
against whites, and to frequent most public accommodations. Moreover, 
blaclcs could live anywhere they could afford to live. T îese were impres-
sive achievements for a black comimmity tha t did not reach 2,000 during 
the nineteenth century and was never more than one percent of the city’s 
tota l population. Black leaders were less successful, however, in  opening 
np ftmplnymfint. opportunities tor black workers and Jareakmtr dowry dis- 
criininatory barriers in  white trade unions. In  fact, bv the closing de­
cades of the nineteenth century, black San Franciscans began to lose 
ground, even in  the service trades, as emerging white trade unions 
Baired black workers.37 '1'he lmdtations"011 black advancement in  thesej 
areas would carry over*SSEor&ie twentieth century. Yet black San Fran­
ciscans never gave up. They had not forgotten tha t conditions were much 
worse when the firs t black migrants arrived during the 1850s, but they 
also realized tha t they could not rely solely on white San Franciscans to 
set the agenda for racial progress. Like the ir counterparts in  other north­
ern and southern cities, local black leaders advocated self-help, racial
solidarity, business enterprise, and the efforts of the ir own community
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institutions to bring about change and to mold San Francisco into a 
racially progressive city.

San Francisco^ blacks had established patterns and characteristics by 1 
1900 that shaped the black community for several decades and distin- 
guished it, in  some respects, from black comiminities in  other parts of the 
nation. The s^ia ll size of the black population, which had grown slow ly、ノ 

throughout the nineteenth century, was one of San Francisco’s most / 
striking features, lik e  most far western cities, San Francisco contained 
only a nominal percentage of blacks by 1900 and never approached the ' 
percentage tha t characterized northern industrial centers like Cmcago, 
Cleveland, Pittsbxirgh, or northeastern cities like New York and Boston. 
Exduded from labor unions and most skilled occupations throughout the 

i Bay Area, blacks struggled and scratched to make a living. I t  is hardly 
surprising tha t San Francisco’s black community never exceeded one 

|R^!〇ent of the city's tota l population. This was in  stark contrast to San 
；Francisco^ large Chinese population, which had grown to almost 14,000 
Iby the turn arrd-comprised tfie  fargegb racial m inority
'group in  San Francisco. The Chinese community was eight times larger 
^than the black population 11 11900, and its work torce had attained a 
> greater foothold than blacks in  industrial and skilled jobs. But if  blacks 
faced restrictions in  some areas compared to the Chinese, they also en­
joyed some advantages. Because San Francisco had integrated its public 
schools in  1875, v irtua lly  ftntirp hi ark community was literate by A 

p.93Q, Ei^ally; San Francisco was relatively free of the violence and racial I 
fharassment that blacks faced in  other parts of the nation, although these ; 
ijproblems did afflict the much larger Chinese population.38 
. Bladks were not attracted to San Francisco in  large numbers between、 

；1900 and 1940t because of lim ited economic opportunities and_competi- /  
ifeon w ith other nonwhite groups for unskilled iobs. Furthermore, the 
^distance of San Francisco from the South made it  more d ifficu lt city to 
^aigrate to than many northern or midwestem cities. Only 1.654 blacks 
赚lived in  San Francisco at the tu rn  of the century, a decline of 10.4 percent 
酵 torn the previous census. Some of these individuals probably moved to 
Rakland, which almost doubled its black population between 1890 and 
11900 and was considered more hospitable to blacks seeking industrial 
p^fnployment. A decade later; San Francisco’s black community experi- 
fenced another population decline, reporting 1,642 residents, twelve 
R w er than the previous census. Although it  was no precipitous skid, the
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decline indicated tha t San Francisco was not a magnet for black m i­
grants even though black populations in  many other western and north­
ern citieg were growing. Oakland, for example, almost trip led its black 
populatiQD. between 1900 and 1910. as more black migrants and some 
black San Franciscans selected San Francisco^ east bay riva l as their 
preferred residence. In  1920, San Francisco’s black population recorded 
its firs t growth since 1890, when it  reached 2,414. In  1930, the black 
population of San Francisco reached 3,803, approximately one-tenth the 
size of Los Angeles’ black population, and ha lf the size of Oakland’s. On 
the eve of World War I I，4,806 blacks lived in  San Francisco out of a total 
population of 634,536

Although the black community of San Francisco is small when mea­
sured against those of northern urban centers, it  increased over two 
successive decades. This increase is important, because it  reveals that 
San Francisco’s black population was not static between 1910 an rl1940. 
In  fact, in  some respects, its  growth was impressive. Although the num­
ber of blacks who migrated to San Francisco was not as great as the 
number tha t migrated elsewhere, the black population of San Francisco 
increased 131 percentJbetween 1910 and 1船 0 and 193 j)ercent between 
1910 and would be impressive for any black urban
population, and they indicate tha t San Francisco did offer some economic 
inducements to black migrants between 1910 and 1940. This growth also 
reveals tha t many blacks began to perceive San Francisco differently 
after 1910. As fewer employment restrictiQns hampfirftd black workers, 
more were w ilim g to make the long westward trek.40

T^ie distance between fhe West Coast and many southern ru ra l com­
munities probably discouraged blacks from m igrating to San Francisco 
and neighboring cities during the Great M igration and the 1920s. The>| 
vast m ajority of these migrants were southern ru ra l blacks, who migrated 
to northern and midwestem cities prim arily in  search of better-paying 
jobs. Rail and water transportation to northern cities was not cheap, but 
through ingenuity, frugality, and the occasional assistance of white indus- 
tria lists, many impoverished blacks obtained enough money to make the 
trip . San Francisco, however, was almost twice as far from Florida, Geor­
gia, Alabama, and Mississippi as most northern industrial cities. The trip  
was not only longer, but also less direct and more expensive, as regular 
railroad passage was computed per mile. Moreover, it  was unlikely that 
many southern migrants had either Mends or relatives in  San Francisco, 
given the small size of its black community. Thus the v ita l network 
of friends and fam ily members tha t propelled so many southern blacks 
northward was not a significant factor in  San Francisco^ black com­
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munity before World War II. Similarly, there is no evidence that ra il- 
roads attempted to lure southern black migrants to western cities as 
cheap laborers before World War II, for Bay Area industrialists did not 
e:^>^ience the critical labor shortage tha t the ir counterparts faced in  the 
North. Nor did San Francisco contain a m ilitan t black newspaper com- 
parable to the Chicago Defender, which urged blacks to leave the South 
and migrate North. Hence, many black southern migrants probably ̂ 
〖never considered going to San Francisco, viewing such a move as d ifficu lt， 
^impractical, and undesirable, given the paucity of industrial jobs.41

The impact of the 1906 earthquake and fire also had a devastating 
l^e c t on the c itv^ bla^ :  coimnunity and retarded its population growth. 
^Many of the residential hotels and apartments tha t black workers occu- 
|pied in  the central d istrict (south of Market Street and near the Embar- 
,adero) were destroyed. Once the city lay in  virtua l ru ins ,110using of any 

became difficu lt to find, and the lowly economic status of blacks 
paade their search even 1110re difficult.42 Restricted economic opportunity, 
f:however, was the major factor explammg the slower growth of San Pran- 
(eisco^ black community relative to other cities before World War II. 
pJnlike northern industrial cities, which experienced substantial mcreas- 
_s in their black populations during the Great M igration (1916—1919), 
pan Franciscos black population grew at a rate of 47 percent between 
^910 and 1920. when it  added approximately 800 black residents. 'L)cueJ 
；this number seems insignificant in  comparison w ith  the 65,355 blacks 

migrated to Chicago between 1910 and 1920; however, i t  is compaJ 
pkble to the 2.0 percent increase in  Evansville, Indiana^ black com  ̂
_^unity between 1910 and 1920. Moreover, San Francisco’s black popu- 
fetion in  1920 was slightly larger than that of some industrial cities, such 
齡  Milwaukee,43 yet San Francisco offered fewer high-paying industrial 
^ b s  to southern black migrants. Black migrants were generally at- 
^^cted  to cities tha t were more oriented toward manufacturing, which 
^explains in  part the attraction of both Oakland and Los Angeles, whose 
醒 ack communities grew at a much faster rate than San Francisco’s after 
^ P l〇. These two cities also offered a wanner climate and the opportunity 
Kp* more blacks to become homeowners. However, the fact that San Fran- 
K ico  provided lim ited opportunities for black workers in  industry and 
pb iu fac tu ring  proved the most significant reason explaining its small J 
^p ick population.44 '

blacks settled in  San Pramcisco, they attempted to form stable, two- 
^P*ent families and, to a large extent, they succeeded.45 Indeed, by 1900, 
^p.9 percent of black households were headed by men. Black women 
Kiaded only 18 percent of all households, and three-fourths of these
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Table 1.1. Black Population in San Francisco, Oakland 
and Los A ngeles,1900-1950

Year San Francisco Oakland Los Angeles
1900 1,654 1,026 2,131
1910 1,642 3,055 7,599
1920 2,414 5,489 15,579
1930 3,803 7,503 38,894
1940 4,806 8,462 63,774
1945 32,001 37,327 133,082
1950 43,460 47,562 171,209

Source: United States Bureau o f the Census, Po p ula tio n .1900-1950: Special Census of 
San Francisco, Oakland, and Los Angeles. United States Bureau o f the Census, 1945 
and 1946.

Women were widowed. Although the number of male heads of households f l  
had declined to 74.5 percent by 1930, these figures illustrated a high 
degree of fam ily stability and were sim ilar to the high percentage of I  
male-headed black families tha t historian Herbert Gutman found in f l  
New York.46 I

San Francisco^ black families were also smaller than white families. 翻  

Nearly a th ird  of black families in  1900 had no children anrl 22 percent 
had only one child. By 1930, the median size of black families was only 
1.98, compared w ith  a median of 2.85 for foreign-bom white families and 9  
2.39 for native white families.47 Approximately a th ird  of a ll black fami- 9  
lies in  1930 consisted of a single person. Another th ird  had only two f l  
members. Families w ith  three members composed only 14.5 percent of 
black fam ily units, and black households w ith  four or more memibers 漏  

constituted 16.5 percent of black households.48 White families, in  con- I  
trast, were slightly larger than black households. Only 17.9 percent of _  
native white families and 14.9 percent of foreign-born white families f l  
contained only one fam ily member in  1930. Two-person families made up _
35.9 percent of a ll native white households, sim ilar to the black percent- 
age.'Foreign-bom whites also had larger families th皿  blacks; two-per- 
son families were 25.5 percent of the total. Tlie percentage of families 
w ith  three or more members was also larger among both native whites 
and foreign-bom whites than among blacks.49

' The large percentage of one-person black families in  1930 marked a 
sharp break w ith  the figures of earlier years and reflected, in  part, an 
influs^of single males between 1910 and 1930. The black population 
increased 131 percent cfunng £hese two decades, and many of these mi- 
grants apparently settled in  San Francisco as single fam ily units. The 
reasons for black San Franciscan^ reluctance to have children cannot be
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murce: United States censuses,1910-1950.

ascertained easily. Hardly a youthful population, 90 percent of black 
residents were at least twenty-five years old by 1930. The median age 
for blacks was higher than for native whites, but significantly lower than 
for foreign-bom whites. Since foreign-bom whites possessed the largest 
median fam ily size of all groups, age was not apparently the most serious 
obstacle in  having children, as Lawrence B. de Graaf speculated about 
black women in  the West. The decision to have small families or no 
children at a ll cut across the entire spectrum of black society and was not 
pnuted to one social class or economic group. Often members of th^ black 
working class, such as Alfred Butler; as well as members of the black 
middle class, such as Katherine Stewart Flippin, chose not to have chil­
dren. This preference was also evident in  other urban communities 
throughout the West. I t  reflected the beliefs of many black westerners 
that their tenuous position in  the labor market and the resulting eco- 
Boinic hardships made the prospect of large families undesirable.50

As in  many northern cities and throughout the West, the ratio of 
fei^-to-fem gteg wab dispropoi^ionate-in the l^an .bVancisco black com- 
giuiuty. Black men had migrated to San Francisco since the 1849 Gold 
|ash, expecting to improve the ir economic status. Many eventually sent 
^or their families, but there was s till a shortage of black women to date 
fc ^a jry - Although this problem was not unique to blacks, it  was ex­
acerbated by the strict social and legal etiquette governing interracial 
^ tin g  and marriages. Black men were less like ly to marrv than either 
^ ：tiv e  whites or foreign^bom whites, which explains, in  part, the rela-T 
» e ly  small number of children in  the citys black population. The black 
wle-to-female ratio remained imbalanced in  San Francisco u n t il1940， 
when it  became virtua lly  equal.A larger number of single black females 
ipgrated to San Francisco between 1920 and 1940, and fewer single 
,k c k  males migrated to San Francisco during the 1930s, a reflection of, 
^  economic hardships tha t blacks faced during the Great Depression. 
R>t untU 1945, w ith  the large in flux of black migrants to San Francisco, 

black females outnumber black malfis.51

^ g le  1.2. Males per 100 Females by Race, San Francisco,1910-1950 
於？ Negroes Native whites Foreign-born whites
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Source: United States Bureau o f the Census, Fifteenth Census o f the United States, 1930: 
Reports by States, vol. 3, p t .1 (Washington, D.C.: Governm ent Printing O ffice, 1933), 
p. 69.

I f  black San Franciscans placed a h i^ i premium on fam ily stability, 
they placed an eaually hifî h value on.education. Accordingly, blacks took 
advantage of San Francisco^ commitment to elim inate illiteracy and to 
educate its entire school age population. The black illiteracy rate in  San. 
Francisco was always fa irly  low and gradually improved u n til it  approx­
imated the rate for the city as a whole. In  1910, 5.2 percent of blacks 
were classified as illite rate compared to a city-wide percentage of 2 per­
cent. By 1920, the black illiteracy rate iiad declined to.3.1 percent, while
the city-wide figure stood at 1.9 percent. w raiiii_a cfecaae, t~he black 
illiteracy rate was cut in  ha lf to 1.6 percent, equalling the city-wide per­
centage (see Table 1.3). Even though illiteracy rates were much lower in 
far western cities than in  the urban South, San Francisco had made 
exceptional progress in  educating v irtua lly  its entire school age popula­
tion w ith in  two decades, and the city possessed one of the most literate 
black communities in  the nation. The low black illiteracy rate in  San 
Francisco is also impressive when measured against a northern city like 
Cleveland, which reported a black illiteracy rate of 15.7 percent as late 
as 1930.52

The commitment of San Francisco blacks to education was also re- 
fleeted in  the percentage of children who attendea high school and col­
lege. Almost 16 percent of the city^ blacks had completed between one 
and three years of high school by 1940, compared to 19.2 percent of 
native whites. Yet 30.2 percent of blacks had completed four years of high 
school in  1940, compared to 46.5 percent of native whites and 23.5 per­
cent of foreign-bom whites. The percentage of blacks who completed 
between one and three years of college was also higher than that of 
foreign-born whites, but only ha lf the percentage of native whites. The 
percentage of blacks who completed four years or more of college lagged 
behind tha t of both native whites and foreign-bom whites. The median 
number of school years tha t blacks completed was higher than the me- 
dian for either foreign-bom whites or members of other nonwhite races, 
but lower than the median for native whites. San Franciscans could

Table 1.3. Illiteracy by Race, San Francisco, 1910-1930 (in percentage) 
Negro Native white Foreign-born white
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No school com pleted 
1-4 years 
5-6 years 
7-8 years
High schoo l:1-3 years 
High school: 4 or more 
po lle g e :1-3 years 
pollege: 4 or more 
|/ledian school years
§ource: United States Bureau o f the Census, Sixteenth Census o f the United States, 
§940: Characteristics o f the Population, Reports by states (Washington, D.C. Govern- 
ment Printing O ffice, 1943), 2:621,660.

boast that the ir small black community was as literate and educated as 
^ost whites and that blacks shared a strong commitment to educate 
their children53 (see Table 1.4).
|  Family stability among black households was also reflected in  ade- 
^iate~&ealth care, low juvenile delinquency levels, and low crime rates, 
ftib lic  Eealtti care for black San Franciscans, thouglTsuperior to the、 

芦ealth care blacks received throughout the South and in  some northern 
pties, s till lagged behind white health care in  several areas. 111 some 
_a rs  blacks suffered a significantly Higher m ortality rate than whites as 

as a higher incidence of some diseases. Between 1937 and 1941,/ 
^cording to the San Francisco Department of Public Health, the blacl^ 
Borta lity rate was 50 percent higher than the white rate. Blacks died 
fe m  syphilis at a rate seven times higher than whites, from nephritis 
mfe times more frequently than whites, and from respiratory diseases, 
隱 cli as pneumonia and influenza, between two and three times more 
f&ften than whites. Whites died at comparable rates from many diseases, 
^however, and outstripped the black death rate in  several others. The 

rate from diabetes was almost equal for both races, and white 
M ortality rates from cerebral hemorrhage and heart disease exceeded 
l^ose of blacks. By and large, blacks benefited from San Franciscos 
.health care facilities and acquired few of the chronic health symptoms 
y^hat characterized blacks in  northern ghettos, such as disproportionately 
>bigh rates of infant m ortality and infectious diseases.54 Moreover, black 
妙 tients, thougli not black physicians, were permitted to use San Fran- 
擊sco’s climes and hospitals and the fu ll range of the city’s health facilities 
|'|si an integrated basis.

Table 1.4. Years of School Com pleted by Ethnic Group,
San Francisco, 1940 〇n percentage)

Other races Negro Native white Foreign-born white
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I

The options for black families in  caring for the ir old, sick, and destitute 
were lim ited by the ir low economic status. Lacking the financial re- 
soiirces to commit the ir fam ily members to private nursing homes, most 
blacks simply le t the ir parents live out the ir remaining years under their 
own roofs. Since black families were generally small and the number of 
elderly blacks was never very large, aging blacks often spent the ir final 
years in  the company of a charitable person〆 in  one of the city’s alms- 
houses, or in  the public re lie f home. For instance, the black editor Philip 
A. Bell was supported by a charitable “society of ladies” during his final 
years. Similarly, the black boardinghouse keeper M aiy Ellen ^Maminy” 
Pleasant spent her fina l year in  the company of Mends in  San Francisco. 
Black physician Stuart T. Davison, however, lived his fina l year in 
Lagima Honda, the city*s public re lie f home. Oakland^ black com­
munity, which had almost twice the number of blacks as San Francisco 

1930, attempted to solve th is problem, at least in  part, bv establish- 
mg a home for the ir aged and 111hrm. Black San Franciscans, however, 
reliecf upon tlie  support of tam ily and friends, charity, and public institu­
tions.55

I t  appears tha t the crimp lr>w in^San Kladc-com-
munity. Since annual police repoirts did not lis t the race of offenders 
before 1940, it  is d ifficu lt to ascertain the crime rate among any race or 
ethnic group, but neither the white press nor public officials labeled 
blacks a crime ndden population. T'he Chinese community, on the other 
hand, was repeatedly portrayed by me press as a cesspool ot vice, prds- 
^EuFion, gamBImg, and drugs, partic iiia rly opium. In  only one category? 
pynqfitntirtn jiy f>r〇 avrfistfiH at a higher percentage than whites,
,wtjicbr was true throughout the West. The economic pressures on black 
women, coupled w ith  the meagemess of the incomes they earned from 
domestic and menial service, made them more like ly to resort to prosti­
tution than white women.56

rTuvenile delinquency was never a serious concern for black leaders or 
San Francisco^ city fathers. The black juvenile case load was small in 
most years and the offenses were generally minor. 1111928-1929, for 
example, black teens were only three of 463 juvenile delinquency cases, 
and four years later, only six of 563. By 1938, blacks made up only 30 
cases, although the city-wide case load had grown to 1571.57111 San Fran­
cisco, unlike many large cities, there was no evidence of black street 
gangs or of large groups of black children lounging 011 street comers 
creating a public nuisance. On the contrary, 11ewspapers, public records,
and personal interviews reveal tha t black children in  San Francisco were 
orderly and well behaved and tha t the m ajority of the ir social and re-
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creationeil activities were structured and organized through schools, 
churches, and community centers.

I t  is d ifficu lt to expleiin the low black delinquency rate in  San Fran­
cisco, given the magnitude of the problem in  other urban areas. Mary 
White Ovingtx)n and W. E. B. Du Bois believed tha t the high incidence of 
working black mothers in  New York and Philadelphia contributed to the 
high delinquency rate in  those cities, for the ir children were le ft unsuper- 
vised and w ithout structured activities to occupy the ir time. Black wom­
en in  San Francisco, however, were employed in  equal proportion to 
black women in  most northern cities, so employment alone would not 
explain this problem. The well-coordinated recreation and social service 
programs available for black San Franciscans provide a partial answer. 
The Madame C. J. Walker Home for Motherless G irls and the Booker T. 
Washington Community Service Center offered diverse programs, in- 
:でluding lodging, recreation, and community activities.’Du Bois wrote in 
his classic studj^ The Philadelphia Negro, tha t these services were ab- 

|sentin Philadelphia^ seventh ward, where most blacks resided, and that 
a community center or YMCA Mm ight meet the wants of the young 

sman.**58 Additionally, the small number of black children in  San Francisco 
塊 ay have curtailed some antisocial behavior, such as the formation of 
Iffcreet gangs, which were more common in  larger black and Hispanic 
feommunities. Several black San Franciscans, including Alfred Butler 
and F. L. Ritchardson, argued that black children were more respectful 

^df adults when the black community was sm£ill, and that children who 
paisbehaved in  public would be more like ly ix> encounter reprisals from 
wfeieir parents in  a community where everyone knew each other. In  San 
Brancisco^ tigh tly  kn it black community, adults were not only expected 

maintain authority over the ir own children, but also to exert influence 
lover black children in  the larger community.59

№ 11 Francisco’s racial ambivalence was most clearly evident over the
le of housing l5)r blacks, filack families TiacT facecf a relativel^Ilexidre，

ル

fu s in g  market before"1900, and between 1900 and 1930 they were re- 
BHcted neither by statute nor by restrictive covenants from residing in  
^tnost any residential area. Like Milwaukee, which also had a small 
Black population, San Francisco never created a black ghetto. Blacks 
g?ere dispersed throughout the city in  integrated neigiTBorhoods, inter- 
^fcigled w ith  an array of other ethnic and racial groups. Although small 
^ptck enclaves did spring up in  the Central district, the downtown sector, 
p^orth Beach, South of Market, and the Western Addition, the incidence
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of residential segregation was low—a fstirly typical pattern in  western 
communities. (Many western cities did not designate segregated neigh­
borhood boundaries during the ir formative decades, but would adopt 
more restrictive housing laws as the black populations increased in  the 
twentieth century.) Although restrictive housing statutes had been di­
rected at San FVancisco^ large Chinese population during the late nine­
teenth century, those statutes had no impact on the residential patterns 
of blacks. 111 fact, the absence ot iiousmg segregation laws directed 
against blacks would set San Francisco apart from many northern cities, 
such as Chicago and Cleveland. Because San Francisco^ black popula­
tion remained small between 1900 and 1940, in  contrast to its larger
Chinese population, most whites never feared an “invasion” of blacks 
into the ir neighborhoods tha t would lower the ir property values and 
disrupt the ir way of life—a fear that A llan H. Spear and Kenneth L. 
Kusmer documented in  Chicago and Cleveland. Nor did white San Fran- 
i ciscans seem to share the fear tha t polarized Detroit during the 1940s—
/ tha t if  blacks lived in  white neighborhoods they would either molest 
! white women or m any them. Consequently, neither the social unrest nor 
the racial violence tha t plagued many American cities between 1917 and 
1940, when blacks attempted to rent or purchase homes in  white conrniu- 
nitiesT occurred in  San BVancisco.60

Between 1920 and 1930, however, as San Francisco^ black population 
began to increase, a greater proportion of blacks began moving into the 
Western Addition. By 1930 almost hgilf of San Francisco^ blacks resided 
in th is  area. Assembly dls&ict th irty  alone containecTSS.l percent o fa ll 
blacks. Another 14.6 percent resided in  assembly district twenty-two, | 
15.8 percent occupied assembly district thirty-one, and 10 percent lived 
in  Assembly d istrict thirty-three. These four assembly districts contained 
78.5 percent of a ll black residents in  1930, an indication tha t blacks 
had become more like ly to cluster in  the wake of an expanding black 
population.61

The Western Addition, an area approximately one square mile in  size, 
became the hub of black life  bv 1930 and the preferred residential area | 

jEcmblacli residents. Ttie narrow strip along Fillmore Street from McAllis- | 
Bordered by p ivisadero Street and Webstar Street, in  j 

particular, became the focal point of black activity. By 1933, the San | 
Francisco Spokesman, a black newspaper, labeled the Fillmore district | 
^densely populated w ith  Negroes."62 The m ajority of black businesses and | 
institutions were located in  th is section, roughly eight blocks by six j 
blocks, and blacks frequently gathered alongside the shops and business | 
establishments to converse and intermingle. Small settlements of blacks j

i d f l |
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could be found as far north as California Street, but the further north 
one ventured, the less integrated the neighborhoods became. The th irty- 
first assembly district, an area ruim ing north to south firom Pine Street 
to the Marina district, and bordered by Van Ness Avenue on the east and 
Parker Street on the west, also contained a large settlement of blacks. 
Additionally, an enclave of blacks emerged south of the downtown sector, 
firam Market Street to Bryant Street, and continued along the Embar- 
cadero.63

San Franciscans of all races were more inclined to rent than to own 
property, and blacks were no different. Yet blacks were far less like ly to 
own property than foreign-bom or native whites. By 1900, 92 percent of 
black San Franciscans rented the ir dwellings, which approximated the 
percentage of black renters in  a northern industrial city like Pittsburgh. 
By 1930, only 13.6 percent of black families owned the ir dwellings, com- 
ipared w ith 35.1 percent of native white families and 41.6 percent of 
FftHreign-bom whites. Moreove:^ blacks paid substantially less for the ir 
homes than white property owners. The median value of native whites* 
homes was 24 percent higher than that of the homes of blacks. Although 
less striking, the median value of the homes of foreign-born whites was 

percent higher than tha t of homes owned by blacks. The higher prop- 
^«rty values of whites reflected the ir more secure economic footing, partic­
u la rly  their domination of the professions and the skilled trades, but also 
ctheir virtual monopoly of white collar jobs.64
p  Blacks also occupied a disproportionate amount of substandard hous- 
pig. True, San Francisco faced a *110using problem , but blacks were far 
pore  likely to occupy inferior housing than whites. The 1939 Real Prop­
erty Survey, a comprehensive report of housing conditions in  San Pran- 
Bsco, noted that almost a ll blacks lived in  the Central, Western Addition, 
|pr South of Market districts, and tha t black households were win  poor 
f^ondition and more congested than homes occupied by white families.w 
p ile  principal black district (census tract J, which included the Western 
Rddition), concluded the report, was a flig h te d  community,w for it  con- 
藝 ined over a th ird  of the city’s substandard housing.65 
隱 The housing conditions of blacks, however, must be viewed in  the total 
戀 ntext of San Francisco’s residential conditions, because a significant 
Krcentage of San Franciscos housing was of poor quality. But if  housing 
®as bad for most San Franciscans, blacks were several notches down the 
fedder, and the Chinese occupied Uie bottom rung.66 Although the sub- 
Kandard residential hotels housed" almost exclusively white renters, the 
Bliinese perhaps suffered most in  the ir p itifu lly  overcrowded conditions. 
P  The housing situation for the Chinese offers a stark contrast w ith  the
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opportunities for bladts to secure decent housing. San Francisco's China- i
town Was a segregated community, “as thoroughly segregated as black
districts of th e  South diiring th e  sam e tim e period."67 And w hereas blacks | 
had gained th e  righ t to  live in  any neighborhood th a t  they  could afford,、| 
th e  Chinese, w ith few exceptions, w ere trapped  in some of the w orst」 
housing in S an  Francisco. A S an  Francisco  B oard  of Supervisor^ report 
noted th a t  some of Chinatow n^ places of business and places of amuse^l 
m ent w ere “the filthiest spot[s] inhabited by m en, w om en and childreja  
on th e  A m erican co n tin e n t. The investigators discovered th a t  over-$
crowded conditions were the rule: in  one instance ninety-four occupants .j 
lived in  ten rooms designed to accommodate thirty-one people. The fact^ 
tha t the Chinese composed approximately 8 percent of San Francisco*^ 
population in  1870 and 4.6 percent in  1900 (in  contrast to 0.9 percent a n fl 

I 0.5 percent for blacks during the same years) meant tha t the ir housing. 
* needs were considerably greater than blacks. This may explain why.j
whites were w illing  to integrate 技 small black community into their:叫
neighborhoods, but unw illing to integrate the Chinese.68

H〇Tising-digr«v»iTTpjna+ir>n although evident and assailed by black le a il 
ers in  the ir press and the ir protest organizations, was not a conspicuous 
fftatairft. of San Pranniaco^ race relations before 1940. This fact set 
Francisco apart from many cities tha t segregated blacks res iden tia ltj 
Black San Frannisrans ir> v irh ia lly  Pvf>ry npiprhhnrhonH. and mem') 
bers of the black middle class, such as Joseph Foreman, Kmma ScStt,J 
M ary McCants Stewart, and Irene Bell Ruggles, purchased homes in  thS 
predominantly wbita Richmond and Sunset districts w ithout difficulty. ̂  
These individuals, a ll solid members of the black middle class, were 
widely respected in  both the white and black communities. There_were 
no restrictive covenants in  these neighborhoods prohibiting title sale o漏 

^property to blacks and little  evidence of community-wide oppositio^ 
when blacks bought homes in  predominantly white neignborhoods. The 
number of blacks who purchased homes in  white communities was nev#誦 

v^ iy  large and apparently did not pose a threat to middle-class whites! 
Consequently, most white San Franciscans neither responded w ith  ra c i»  
violence nor frantically attempted to sell the ir homes when blacks move® 
into the ir neighborhoods. Nor did unscrupulous black businessmen en： j 
gage in  ^blockbusting," the practice of deliberately alarming whites and 
convincing them to sell the ir homes below market value in  anticipatioii^ 
レof a black “in vas io n ..

Overt residential segregation did surface sporadically in  San
th e earthquake，̂5ie Oakland Sunshine wrote 

tha t wreal estate agents do not care to rent to blacks in  San Franciscca
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San Francisco NAACP defended a black fam ily in  court who had 
denied the opportunity to rent a house in  a predominantly white 

^fehborhood. The exclusive white Nob H ill community also attempted i 
blacks out of the ir neighborhood when they petitioned the court / 

^Senjoin one of the ir neighbors from leasing property to other than 
^®lte persons." Similarly, the San Francisco Spokesman opined in  an 
^ to ria l: <<Residential segregation is as real in  California as in  Missis- 

A mob is unnecessary. A ll thafs needed is a neighbor[hood] meet- \ 
and agreement in  w riting not to rent, lease, or sell to blacks and the 

^re rts  w ill do the rest." The Spokesman^ editorial is instructive, because 
® |lustra tes tha t white fears had increased as the black community 
enfolded between 1920 and 1930. I t  also reveals that restrictive cove- 

were present in  some areas of San Francisco, although the paper 
clarified which neighborhoods barred blacks.70 1

^Neighborhood nm^rovement associations were also established to keep 
out of trad itionally white neighborhoods. These organizations 

l̂ ^a n  to surface during the 1920s as a reaction to the increasing number 
who moved into the Western Addition between 1920 and 1930. 

^^S no st active organization, the Western Addition Improvement and 
^ ^ ^ c tiv e  Association, operated in  an area of the Western Addition \ 
^ ^ ^ m a n y  blacks lived during the 1920s. The Improvement Associa-1 
^^^ fo iig h t to keep blacks out of certain neighborhoods in  the Western 

In  one case it  attempted to prevent a black woman from obtain- 
8 permit to remodel an. old building for the purpose of establishing a 

I t  also opposed the sale of property in  the Western Addition to 
^^^p o k e r T  Washington Community Center71
レ::jNamed m fiLonor of the great TViskegee leader, the Booker T. Washing- 

331111111ity  Center originally operated from a Geary Street base­
ment w ith a low ceiling. The former director of boys programs, F. L. 

|@P|ardsoii, stated tha t conditions were so cramped and awkward that 
■tumibling was v irtua lly  the only activity tha t boys could engage in. 
^^o u g h  diligent fund raising and careful planning，the Community 
Center purchased a building on Divisadero Street in  the Western Addi- 

rtibn.72 The Improvement Association contested the purchase and orga- 
.Hized strategy meetings in  an attempt to nu llify  the sale, arguing that 
blacks and Asians depreciated property values. I t  vowed to halt the 
growth of both groups in  the Western Addition. KI t  is now high time for 
the white residents and property owners to get together and protect 
themselves from th is rapid invasion,w said one official. An Improvement 
Association spokesman cautioned tha t if  white residents ignored his 
warning wyou may wake up any morning to find tha t you have some new
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colored neighbors who have moved into the house next door to you/*73 
These charges united the Improvement Association^ white supporters. 
They hired an attorney, who pledged to inform residents how they could 
“protect property by law upheld in  [the] Supreme Court.” In  the end, the 
association was not successful in  preventing the sale of the property to 
the Conuniinity Center, but it  kept abreast of the financial status of the 
new center. When it  learned tha t the Community Center had missed a 
single payment, it  bought the mortgage and demanded the entire pay­
ment at once. MWe have been having quite a fight here in  San Francisco 
for the past month,M wrote local black attorney Edward Mabson to Robert 
Bagnall, director of branches of the NAACFs national office.74

Although shaken, the small black community regrouped and at- 
tempted to raise the necessary funds. Black ministers held special serv­
ices and collections and emphasized the necessity of community-wide 
unity. Black womens clubs organized fund raising activities—dances, 
bazaars, and teas. Black and white volunteers went door-to-door solicit- 
ing small contributions. Alice Butler, the wife of San Francisco's only 
black funeral director, organized a committee tha t raised several thou­
sand dollars. In  a matter of weeks, the necessary funds were rsiised and 
the potential crisis averted. MIn  spite of the ir determination, we have been 
successful in  stamping out the movement," noted Edward Mabson.75

The episode unified the black community The Improvement Associa­
tion^ opposition also illustrated that black institutions like the Booker T. 
Washington Community Center could exist in  proxim ity to white resi­
dential areas during the 1920s, provided they were w illing to fight. The 
Improvement Association’s opposition to the Community Center revealed 
that some white organizations feared a potential black in flux into the ir 
comumnities and were w illing  to organize to maintain the status quo.

The extent of San Francisco’s residential segregation between 1900 
and 1940 is d ifficu lt to measure for several reasons. Realtors and prop­
erty owners were reluctant to admit the ir bias in  renting or selling prop­
erty to blacks, blacks did not always report housing discrimination, and 
improvement associations le ft few records of the ir activities. No single 
agency served as a watchdog to report housing discrimination, although 
the NAACP did report and investigate cases that were brought to the ir 
attention. Nor did local or state laws prohibit housing discrimination, in  
San Francisco. Most of the evidence regarding housing discrimination is 
draAvn from the black press or the files of the San Francisco NAACP. 011 
the face of it, these sources indicate that housing discrimination against ' 
blacks was infrequent between 1900 and 1930, and that it  was practiced 
primarily by individual property owners, rather than orchestrated by
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powerful interest groups. When whites did organize to ban blacks from 
the ir neighborhoods, as the Western Addition Improvement gmd Protec­
tive Association had attempted to do, they did not always succeed.

Between 1930 and 1940, as some whites had feared, more and more 
blacks moved into census tract J  in  the Western Addition. I t  is d ifficu lt 
to explain why. Perhaps the onset of the Great Depression forced some 
black families to move into th is area, but the rents there were not 

 ̂ cheaper. The 1939 Real Property Survey reported tha t black tenant fam- 
ilies had tnelnghest median gross monthlv rental at 5^5.89 of a ll groups 
in  San Francisco. The Chinese reported the lowest rate at $18.97, fol­
lowed by whites at $23.89. Black tenant families also Daid a higher per­
c e n ta l of the ir income than either the Chinese or w hitfi Sayu Fran­
ciscans for shelter. Black families w ilh . an arnmaf income of $400 to $599. 
for example, paid 55.6 percent of the ir income for housing, compared 
to 39.6 percent iot Chmese families and 49.1 percent for white families 
w ith  comparable incomes. Similarly, black families tha t earned between 
$1200 and $1399 annually, the highest category reported, paid 26.8 per­
cent of the ir income for housing, compared to 20.3 percent for Chinese 
families and 23.0 percent for white families. These figures are striking 
for several reasons. First, they reveal tha t despite living in  substandard 
housing, blacks s till paid higher rents than whites, while the Chinese 
paid the lowest rents of anv race for substandard housing. Neither the 

\ income level nor the social class of blacks made any difference in  the 
、percentage of the ir annual income tha t was paid for rental housing. 
Black renters paid a higher percentage of the ir incomes than either 
the Chinese or whites at every level for which annual incomes were 
reported.76

Although higher rents for blacks in  substandard housing indicate that 
blacks were treated differently than whites in  the rental market, it  is a 
poor barometer of the extent of housing discrimination. Alma and Karl 
Taeuber concluded, however, in  the ir broad study of residential segrega­
tion, Negixtes in Cities, tha t San Francisco*s residential segregation index 
in  1940 was higher than tKe index in  any maiOT city in  northern. Califor- 
rna. Moreover, the average residential segregation index for ten cities in  
tKel¥est was 82.7 compared to an average index of 85.2 for a ll regions of 
the country. Hence, the small black populations in  western cities like San 
Francisco, Oakleind., Portland, Seattle, and Denver, did not necessarily 
facilitate integrated housing patterns. Rather, bv 1940. black San Fran­
ciscans were concentrated in  a handful of wfill-defined neighBorhoods. 
m i& t like the ir counterparts in  medium-sized cities like Evansville and 
Milwaukee as well as larger urban commiinities throughout the nation.77



36 1900-1940

Philadelphia, Pa. 88.0
Pittsburgh, Pa. 82.0
Pasadena Calif. 84.2
Portland, Oreg. 83.8
Sacramento, Calif, 77.8
San Diego, Calif. 84.4
San Francisco, Calif. 82.9
Seattle, Wash. 82.2
Topeka Kans. 80.8

Mean 82.7

Berkeley, Calif. 
Boston, Mass. 
Chicago, III. 
Cleveland, Ohio 
Denver, Colo. 
D etroit Mich.
Los Angeles, Calif. 
Milwaukee, Wis. 
New York, N.Y. 
Oakland, Calif. 
Omaha, Neb.

Source: Karl E. Taeuber and Alma F. Taeuber, Negroes in Cities: Residential Segregation 
and Neighborhood Change (C hicago: Aldine Publishing, 1965), pp. 39-41.

San Francisco^ residential segregation index in 1940 illustrated that 
housing dLscrimination had intensified in the space of a decade, although 
no ghetto had developed by 1940. The large concentration of black Saa f 
Franciscans in fewer assembly districts in 1940 reveals th at the majority 
of blacks had moved into a narrow belt of the Western Addition by this 
time. Although blacks were not forced by statute to reside in a well- 
defined neighborhood, the Western Addition had become the black sec- 
tion of San Francisco, the geographical area th at most whites associated
with black settlement. The Western Addition contained most of the sub­
standard housing in San Francisco, and more than half of all black fam­
ilies were housed in these dwellings. The firm belief th at future black 
migrants should continue to settle primarily in the Western Additions 
rather than disperse throughout the city, was also established by 1940. } 
This idea shaped San Francisco’s housing policy during the Second World 
War and became a critical factor in the creation of a black ghetto during 
the postwar period.78

し 111 spite of its relatively small numbers, between 1900 and 1940, San 
Francisco's black community was not static in any sense of the word. 
Quite the contrary, it possessed the same energy and dynamic qualities 
of more sizable black communities. The expanding black population be­
tween 1910 and 1940 would affect the pace of black protest, encourage 
the growth of black institutions, and influence the quest for better hous- 
ing and greater employment opportunities/ Many black migrants who 
came to San Francisco between 1910 and 1940 also press\ired white 
employers to hire them in business, industry, the professions, and the 
service sector, and accordingly, the black industrial class grew rapidly 
during these years. Similarly, the demographic growth of the black com­

Table 1.5. Indexes o f Residential Segregation for 
Selected Western and Northern Cities, 1940
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m  munity between 1910 and 1940 placed increasing pressure on San Pran- 
隱 cisco’s housing m arket and would result in an increase in housmg segre-
圓 gation by 1940. Thus the growth of San Francisco’s black comiminity was
t ;  intimately related to a host o fla rg e r issues, including black protest, the

I  growth of the black industrial working class, and increasing ghettoiza- 
p  tion. Each of these issues had important roots in the demographic chang- 
B  es th at the black population underwent before 1940. On the eve of World 
B  War II, San Francisco blacks had made considerably more progress in 
B  education, health care, and housing than their black counterparts in 

many other cities. They had also succeeded in breaking down almost 
R  every caste barrier that had been erected during the nineteenth centuiy.
隱  So, although black San Franciscans were almost equal by 1940, they still
I  lagged behind whites, both natives and foreign-bom, in employment 

_  opportunities. Politically they exerted no power whatsoever. The degree 
to which blacks would be permitted to improve their status in these 

隱 areas would serve as a crucial test for San Franciscos liberalism and 
H  challenge the city^ image as a racially progressive city. It would also
隱  reveal much about San Francisco’s civility its commitment to an egaH-

I 隱  tarian community, and the strength and vitality of its black leadership
and their community institutions.
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