Race and America’s
Immigrant Press






Race and America’s
Immigrant Press

How the Slovaks were Taught to
Think Like White People

by
Robert M. Zecker

BLOOMSOBURY

NEW YORK « LONDON « NEW DELHI « SYDNEY



Bloomsbury Academic
An imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

175 Fifth Avenue 50 Bedford Square
New York London

NY 10010 WCI1B 3DP

USA UK
www.bloomsbury.com

First published 2013

© Robert M. Zecker, 2013

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system,
without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

No responsibility for loss caused to any individual or organization acting
on or refraining from action as a result of the material in this publication

can be accepted by Bloomsbury Academic or the author.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN: PB: 9781623562397

Typeset by Newgen Imaging System Pvt Ltd, Chennai, India
Printed and bound in the United States of America



Contents

Acknowledgments
List of Illustrations

Chapter 1:

Chapter 2:

Chapter 3:

Chapter 4:

Chapter 5:

Chapter 6:

Chapter 7:

Chapter 8:

Notes

Bibliography

Index

Introduction

“Let Each Reader Judge”: Lynching, Race and Immigrant
Newspapers

Spectacles of Difference: Notions of Race Pre-Migration

“A Slav Can Live in Dirt That Would Kill a White Man”:
Race and the European ‘Other’

“Ceaselessly Restless Savages”: Colonialism and Empire
in the Immigrant Press

“Like a Thanksgiving Celebration without Turkey”:
Minstrel Shows

“We Took Our Rightful Places”: Defended Job Sites,
Defended Neighborhoods

Conclusion

viii

12

50

68

103

177

204

248

253

309
329



Acknowledgments

This project has benefited from the kind guidance of many scholars, archi-
vists, and colleagues. Thanks are due to David Roediger for his encourage-
ment and guidance, for his generosity and many insights into the salience of
race in immigrants’ acculturation to America. Christopher Waldrep and
Rebecca Hill offered many helpful comments and suggestions regarding the
section on lynching. I have benefited from Cathy Eagan’s insights, too, on
immigrants’ race-thinking. Thanks are extended to Jordan Stanger Ross for
our conversations regarding ethnic Philadelphia and the significance of race
for immigrants. Some of the seminal ideas for this project began percolating
at the University of Pennsylvania, where I had the good fortune to partici-
pate in Michael B. Katz’s Urban Studies pro-seminar. Ideas of the salience of
race for white ethnic Americans’ acculturation developed, too, in the class-
room and in subsequent conversations with Thomas J. Sugrue. Fellow toilers
in the archives, especially Russell Kazal, Ted Asregadoo, Elisa von Joeden-
Forgey, and Wendy Woloson, helped me to think rigorously about urban
America, immigration, and much, much more. I have particularly benefited
from Russ’ friendship and from his insights on race and immigration.

The comments of fellow panelists, panel chairs, and audience members at
several conferences where I presented portions of this project have proved
invaluable. The 2009 Cultural Studies Association conference in Kansas City;
Working Class Studies Association conferences in Pittsburgh (2009) and
Stony Brook, New York (2010); the 2010 Popular Culture Association confer-
ence in Saint Louis; and the 2010 North American Labor History conference
at Detroit’s Wayne State University were wonderful occasions of intellectual
fellowship that allowed me to test out some of my findings, and also places
where thought-provoking comments and questions forced me to rethink
some of this material. Many thanks, too, to John Beck of Michigan State
University for inviting me to his campus to present this material to a lively
audience during the Our Daily Work/Our Daily Lives speakers’ series.

In the very early stages of this research, the University of Pennsylvania pro-
vided financial support in the form of a Dissertation Fellowship that enabled me
to concentrate on research and writing. Later, the Gilder-Lehrman Institute
awarded me a fellowship that made it possible to conduct research at the New
York Public Library, New York University’s Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, and



Acknowledgments vii

Columbia University’s Butler Library’s Manuscript and Rare Books Division.
Since 2002, the financial support of Saint Francis Xavier University has enabled
me to continue combing the archives for Slovak material. Many thanks to my
wonderful colleagues in the Department of History at Saint Francis Xavier, espe-
cially Nancy Forestell, Chris Frazer, Peter McInnis, Rhonda Semple, and Donna
Trembinski.

It is truly a lucky person who is paid to read, write, and talk about a subject
one loves, but the raw material for such work is often contained in hundred-
year-old newspapers and ledgers tucked in archival boxes. The knowledge-
able staffs at many research archives have given generously of their time and
expertise to help me with this project. The past and present staff at
Philadelphia’s Balch Institute for Ethnic Studies, especially Eric Pumroy,
provided me with every courtesy, and much knowledge, on the Slovak immi-
grant sources in their collection. I gratefully thank Paul Segrist at the Ellis
Island Oral History Project, as well as the gracious staff of the Archives of
Industrial Society at the University of Pittsburgh.

Special praise goes to the wonderful staff at the University of Minnesota’s
Immigration History Research Center, especially the late Rudolph Vecoli,
and Donna Gabaccia, Joel Wurl, Daniel Ne€as, Jeff Nelson, Halyna Myroniuk,
Cindy Herring, and Elizabeth Haven Hawley. The graciousness of their hos-
pitality during my time at the IHRC, and the patience they displayed over my
many requests for assistance, put me forever in these wonderful professionals’
debt.

Thanks to Sheldon MacDonald, archivist at the Saint Francis Xavier
University library, for digitizing the illustrations.

Many thanks to my editor at Continuum, Katie Gallof, for her support, edito-
rial expertise, and belief in this project. Much appreciated, too, is her under-
standing as deadlines loomed and then were missed.

Most important, gratitude and love to Capucine Maneckjee, who offered
suggestions and ad hoc editorial guidance, and heard more about this proj-
ect than she probably cared to hear. Gratitude and love to Capucine for put-
ting up with me while I was writing this book.



List of Illustrations

Figure 2.1: “Black in Mississippi is lynched.” This single-sentence-long
lynching story from Mineral Springs, Mississippi, fails to give
the victim’s name. New Yorksky dennik, May 30, 1919, 1.

Figure 2.2: “Lynching of a black.” This story from Monroe, Louisiana,
omits the victim’s name. Slovak v Amerike, October 28, 1913, 7.

Figure 2.3: “Lynching of a black.” This one-paragraph story of the
lynching of 20-year-old Henry Mouson from a telegraph pole not far
from the courthouse in Cooper, Texas, appears right above an invitation
to a Slovak celebration in Passaic, New Jersey. Lynching accounts became
merely another part of the daily news cycle in immigrant newspapers.
Slovak v Amerike, January 21, 1913, 2.

Figure 2.4: Map of the “Slovak colony” in Wallington, New Jersey. This
invitation to immigrants to avail themselves of semisuburban home
ownership appeared right alongside a macabre account of the lynching
torture of an African American teenager, George F. White, in
Wilmington, Delaware. Slovik v Amerike, June 26, 1903, 1.

Figure 2.5: Headline, “Negro is lynched.” The report of the lynching of

George F. White was the lead story this day, and appeared alongside an
advertisement offering homes in Wallington, New Jersey, in a
prospective “Slovak colony.” Slovdk v Amerike, June 26, 1903, 1.

Figure 2.6: Antilynching illustrations only appeared in radical Slovak
journals. The “workers’ calendar” for 1921 ran a cartoon, “The
Dictatorship of Capitalism.” This image may refer to the lynching of
Industrial Workers of the World organizers such as Frank Little.
Robotnicky kalenddr na rok 1921, 101.

Figure 2.7: Antilynching woodcut illustration. “ ‘Democracy’ in
the South. Black citizens of the southern states of the U.S.A. are
vulnerable to lynching by whites, because they haven’t organized
with the white working class.” Illustration from Robotnicky
kalendar na rok 1937, 40. Of course, some of the same white

23

24

25

40

44



List of Illustrations

working class—in the South as well as the Midwest—sometimes
participated in lynchings, too.

Figure 2.8: Photo of members of the Ku Klux Klan. The Communist
Party-affiliated Robotnicky kalenddr na rok 1937 said, “The

treacherous Ku Klux Klan, which secretly organizes throughout

the United States against the workers. In 1936 it was revealed that
they had committed the murder of many working-class people.”
Robotnicky kalendar na rok 1937, 94.

Figure 2.9: Photo of Joe Louis, portrayed as a working-class hero and
symbol of racial egalitarianism. Robotnicky kalenddr na rok 1937, 45.

Figure 2.10: Anti-poll tax cartoon in the Slovak edition of the
CPUSA’s Daily Worker. The caption reads, “The defeat of the
poll tax is the triumph of democracy.” Ludovy dennik,
September 21, 1942.

Figure 3.1: “The Russian in Asia Battles the Turk, who Brings
Islam with its Veiled ‘Burka.’” Kindly Devils!” Stereotypes of Asians
and Muslims as not fully human were prevalent among Slavic
peoples even before some of them migrated to the United States.
New Yorksky dennik, January 31, 1917, 1.

Figure 3.2: “Once the cultured Germans found that no one in the
world would help them to achieve their fine cultured work,

they asked the Turks for help. The Turks, who declared

holy war against all Christians. Thus the Turks turned

the Germans against Christianity. The Germans are great

friends of the Turks. One very good old Latin proverb

says the following: ‘I can tell who you are if you show me

your friends’.” Slovak v Amerike, November 9, 1914, 1.

Figure 4.1: “Easy Questions.” The Habsburg empire is depicted
as in the clutches of Jews. Obrana, March 14, 1918.

Figure 4.2: Advertisement for a serialized novel, The Eternal Jew.
New Yorksky dennik, March 26, 1917, 4.

Figure 5.1: “The Savage Igorots of the Philippines and their
Weapons.” Filipinos resisting U.S. colonization were characterized as
primitive but a menace. Slovak v Amerike, May 11, 1900, 1.

Figure 5.2: “Tagalog Teachers and their Pupils in Manila.” The
civilizing mission of Uncle Sam was emphasized in Slovak news
stories from the Philippines. Slovdk v Amerike,

March 23, 1900, 2.

ix

45

46

47

48

61

62

80

81

108

109



X List of Illustrations

Figure 5.3: “Aguinaldo Captured.” The leader of the rebellious
Filipinos was a subject of much interest to Slovak newspaper editors.
Slovak v Amerike, March 29, 1901, 3.

Figure 5.4: “Portraits of the Philippines.” The “Stone Age
weapons” of Filipinos surround the primitives. Slovak v Amerike,
June 12, 1906, 1.

Figure 5.5: “In Cuba, There Is Now a Spreading Unrest.”
“General Maximo Gémez and a Map of Cuba.” Cuba was another
misbehaving little brother of the United States. Slovik v Amerike,
October 13, 1899, 1.

Figure 5.6: “A Native of the Island.” Haiti was characterized by
another Slovak newspaper, Jednota, as “This little republic of
black citizens” that “has supplied endless big headaches for
Uncle Sam.” Ndrodné noviny, September 30, 1915, 3.

Figure 5.7: “Natives from the French province of Guinea,”
characterized as “ceaselessly restless savages.” Slovak v Amerike,
April 11, 1911, 3.

Figure 5.8: Illustration of life “Among the cannibals” to accompany a
“news” story about the New Guinea islands. Slovadk v
Amerike, July 1, 1902, 6.

Figure 5.9: Illustration of an African “cannibal”

(Pudozruti—literally “people chewer”) to accompany a “news”

story about West African natives in the Spanish colonies. Such
interchangeable stereotype illustrations accompanied many

stories, and created a template to illustrate timeless African savagery.
“Among the cannibals,” Slovik v Amerike, October 18, 1901, 3.

Figure 5.10: “Blacks of South Africa. Ota Benga and his Orang Outang.”
Natives of Africa and Australasia were often displayed in carnivals,
world’s fairs, and zoos, a practice familiar to many southeast Europeans
courtesy of impresarios such as Carl Hagenbeck and R. A. Cunningham.
Slovak v Amerike, October 26, 1906, 1.

Figure 5.11: “Zulu-Kaffir” illustration to accompany a news story on
the “barbarian” king of the Zulu-Kaffirs who resisted the Boers.
Slovak v Amerike, March 1, 1900, 4.

Figure 5.12: This illustration of a cannibal, which accompanies a
“Rip and Rac¢ik” humor column, is almost identical to the illustration
of a “barbarian” king of the “Zulu-Kaffirs” that accompanied a news

111

113

124

132

142

143

144

145

151



List of Illustrations

story in the same newspaper. As amusement or news item, Africans were
depicted as interchangeably savage. Slovak v Amerike, August 14, 1906, 3.

Figure 5.13: “The Wounded African” illustration accompanies a
humorous poem that deflected some of the fears of arming colonial
troops during World War I. Obrana, October 27, 1916, 12.

Figure 5.14: Lynching imagery was employed during World War I to
allege that Slovak suffering was “the worst slavery in the world.” “In
Hungary at Christmas they erect such Christmas trees.” The hanging

bodies are labeled “freedom,” “truth,” and “humanity.” New
Yorksky dennik, January 11, 1917, 1.

Figure 6.1: Passaic minstrel show, circa 1919. Slovaks, Germans,
Jews, and others dressed in tuxedos to establish claims to
respectability, but in blackface—to assert claims to whiteness.

Figure 6.2: Program, Darktown on Parade, a minstrel show performed
by mostly Jewish children enrolled in the Christadora House
Settlement on New York’s Lower East Side.

Figure 6.3: Second page of the program for Darktown on Parade.

Figure 6.4: A minstrel-show black cartoon accompanied several

items in humor columns. This one is from the “Rip and Ra¢ik” humor
column in Slovdk v Amerike, July 7, 1903, 3. That same day, the paper
ran three news items of lynchings on page two.

Figure 6.5: Comic strip, “Our Neighborhood.” Narodné noviny,

July 2, 1941, 6. During the early 1940s, English-language features

ran in ethnic newspapers in a bid to retain second-generation readers.
The jokes, though, were sometimes at blacks’ expense. “Oh, boy!

A Sambo doll!”

Figure 6.6: English-language humor in the early 1940s was often
directed at blacks. Amerikansky russky viestnik, June 17, 1943, 1.

Figures 6.7 and 6.8: T. S. Denison’s Everything for Your Minstrel Show
enabled amateur actors such as Chicago’s Croatians to inject
“NEW LIFE” into their minstrel shows. As Denison’s book declared,
“A minstrel show without tambourines is like a Thanksgiving

Xi

152

159

179

183
184

191

194

196

celebration without turkey.” 200-1

Figure 7.1: “Why California Objects.” Slovak newspapers consistently
advocated restrictions on Chinese and Japanese immigration
to America. Slovik v Amerike, May 8, 1913, 1.

208



xii List of Illustrations

Figure 7.2: “Heavyweight Boxing Champion Jack Johnson.”

The Slovak press, like the English-language newspapers, was quick

to call for a ban on boxing films after Johnson easily defeated a

series of “Great White Hopes.” Slovak v Amerike, July 5, 1910, 1. 219

Figure 7.3: “After the Racial Unrest in Tulsa.” The destruction of
Tulsa’s black neighborhood by white mobs was depicted as akin to a
natural disaster. New Yorksky dennik, June 14, 1921, 1. 231

Figure 7.4: “Big Flood in Colorado.” The damage caused by a flood
and a white mob are almost indistinguishable. New Yorksky dennik,
June 15, 1921, 1. 231

Figure 7.5: “Free! Free!” Uncle Sam Pointing Slovaks the Way to the
Suburbs (ad for Floral Park, Somerville, New Jersey). This ad

appeared as the East Saint Louis antiblack riots were simmering.

The text promises potential home buyers, “A large steel mill sits

adjacent to this property, and they are always in need of skilled

workers and unskilled workers. Here’s your chance to make a start

in a place where you can live right and where you can make money.”

New Yorksky dennik, July 2, 1917, 4. 235

Figure 7.6: Illustration of a little suburban house accompanying

real estate ad for Metuchen, New Jersey. “Overcome Your Lack of
Livelihood. Here is Your Opportunity.” New Yorksky dennik,

June 5, 1920, 8. 236



Chapter 1

Introduction

This is the book I didn’t want to write. At least not at first.

The topic of race was something I stumbled upon when I was researching my dis-
sertation in immigration history, a study of the Slovak community in Philadelphia.!
Scrolling through reels of microfilmed immigrant newspapers, I was on the look-
out for news of parish foundings, strikes in factories, and celebrations of American
holidays.

With limited time and the admonition of an astute graduate chair in my ear
that “There are two kinds of dissertations, perfect and finished,” I honed in on
the articles in Slovak newspapers such as Jednota and Ndrodné noviny that related
directly to my project, and rapidly scrolled through the microfilm when articles
spoke of matters that I considered tangential.

At some point while looking through those reels and reels of fading Slovak
newsprint—at what point in my own research, and in which newspaper, who can
say?—an article caught my eye and made me pause. “Negrov lyncovanie,” the head-
line stated. “Negro lynched.” The article may have been only a paragraph long,
for as in the English-language press, the front pages of many Slovak newspapers
at the turn of the twentieth century were jigsaw puzzles of small items run one on
top of another, with few photographs or illustrations, and little attention to the
logic of a “lead” story with larger headline type and prominent placement on the
page, modes of layout with which a modern newspaper reader is familiar. “Negrov
lyncovanie,” the headline read, while above it a story spoke perhaps of a storm in
Cuba, or a church social sponsored by Slovaks in New Jersey.

And I turned the page.

After all, what I was after was immigration history, so what could the sorrows of
black Americans, as horrific as lynchings were, possibly have to do with East
Europeans who had migrated to America? Why would someone writing about
immigrants pay any attention to race? Lynching stories, even if they implausibly
appeared in the middle of a Slovak paper, offering a foreign-language account of
a Mississippi or Texas hanging, seemed to have little to do with East Europeans,
and so mentally “negrov lyncovanie” was relegated to the category of tangential as
I forged ahead in search of more relevant material.
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But facts have a way of grabbing one’s attention, even from the corner of one’s
eye, as microfilmed newsprint goes whirling by. “Negrov lyncovanie” might not
have been what I wanted to focus on, but this first sighting was far from tangen-
tial. In subsequent weeks, on other Slavic front pages, dozens, then hundreds, of
other accounts of black lynchings appeared in papers from the 1890s into the
1920s, running side by side with articles that related the kind of material I was
after, immigrant acculturation to America. Other articles dealing with race—
accounts of urban race riots, news of U.S. imperialism in the Philippines and the
Caribbean, slighting accounts of colonized Africans, minstrel-show jokes and
notices—similarly intruded into the neatly self-contained immigrant narrative.
But again I turned the page, for my work was on immigration history, and the
masterful accounts of Polish, Slovak, Italian, Irish, and Jewish immigrants that I
had read in grad school—this was the early and mid-1990s—had little to say
about African Americans, whose saga was told by other subspecialists in history,
their story seemingly, yes, tangential, to immigration historians.

In retrospect, to an almost amazing degree some scholars effaced consider-
ation of race from the immigrant narrative. However, during those same early
and mid-1990s, several historians, notably David Roediger, James Barrett,
Matthew Frye Jacobson, Alexander Saxton, George Lipsitz, and Michael Rogin,
began to argue that new immigrants’ interactions with African Americans, and
their assertion of the privileges of white citizens, were central to their acculturation
to America.? Reading these scholars persuaded me that maybe accounts of
“Negro” lynchings had something to do with Slavic immigrants’ history after all.
These stories appeared week after week, selected by immigrant journalists as
news they felt their readers needed. So what were these stories doing there, in
Slovak, in editions of Narodné noviny and other papers?

So I began printing out these dozens, hundreds of “negrov lyncovanie’ accounts,
filing them away for the time when I might finish my decidedly imperfect dis-
sertation. Filed those “negrov lyncovanie” accounts in a figurative file folder that
was vaguely labeled “Wait a minute. Something is going on here.”

Upon reflection, what is surprising is that I was surprised by all the articles
covering race matters. Almost from the moment they got off the boat, immi-
grants had been telling stories about their first bewildered encounters with the
“Negro.” The steerage passenger’s first sighting of American blacks has become
a trope, representing the newcomer’s fear and amazement at this frightening
new place. On June 4, 1921, a story appeared on “Sidlo,” the Slovak newspaper
New Yorksky dennik’s humor page, about a greenhorn met at the train station by a
black porter. One day at the station he saw a lady get off the train with a big knap-
sack on her back. “Our black friend” saw at once that she was a “greenhorn.”
“So,” he said, “I see you're just off the boat from the old country.” The lady was
amazed. She couldn’t believe her eyes, because never before in her life had she
seen a black person. And the most amazing thing was that he was speaking to her
in Slovak. “I'm from Vranov, in Zemplin. And where do you come from?” she
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asked the black man. “Same as you, honey, I'm from Zemplin, over in Humenne.”
“Impossible, I know Humenne very well, the whole place, and I've never seen
black people there. Not even the gypsies are this black.” “Look, my dear country-
woman. I've been here twelve years already, and I've had it so hot the whole time
since my flight that I've become completely black. If you stay in America you’ll
become completely black too.” And with that, the author concluded, “Our black
fellow countryman went on his way.”

The greenhorn of the joke page wasn’t alone. Polish immigrant Adam Laboda in
1939 recalled for an interviewer in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, “The thing that seemed
strangest to us boys when we came to America were the black people, you know, the
Negroes. . .. [W]e could not understand why there would be black people here.”
Perhaps more traumatic was Anna Kikta’s 1928 first encounter with American race.
“It was rough, it was rough,” she remembered for an interviewer years later.

I remember that first summer. . . . I didn’t know much English yet. I was just
learning. And there was a black girl going down the street, and this one boy says,
‘Go say, “Hi, Nigger,” to her.” And I went up. I didn’t know what that was. And I
said, ‘Hi, Nigger.” And she came and she slapped my face. And I said, ‘Mickey,
what did you, what did I tell her?” And they all laughed, of course. They thought
it was a great big joke. But that’s the way we were. That, it was pretty rough.®?

Like the greenhorn in the joke above, Rose S. similarly recalled for the present
writer that when a black porter tried to take her bag at Ellis Island, she screamed
because she had never seen a black man and thought he was a monkey.°®

As Robert Orsi notes, some of these stories, especially those recalled decades
later, may have been apocryphal, projecting later racial attitudes onto the
moment of arrival. These tales nevertheless reveal something of immigrants’
learned sense of distance from blacks. As early as 1921, immigrant papers pro-
vided articles, some intended as humor and others not, that affirmed to readers
that blacks were qualitatively different.”

Clearly some traumatic encounter between Kikta and blacks occurred. As her
story suggests, a subtext of shame can be read in such articles, although usually
because of humiliation inflicted on the immigrant rather than a newcomer’s
outrage at racial injustice. The focus is on the immigrant’s unfamiliarity with
American racial mores—it is Anna who is mocked for not knowing the signifi-
cance of the slur word “nigger,” and in the joke, the real buffoon is the green-
horn, afraid a black porter is the devil or a darkened and degraded compatriot
from Humenne. But these stories also embody the immigrant recognition that
blacks occupied undesirable social space, and that the distance between Negro
and Slovak had to be policed at the risk of becoming “the same as you.” If she
weren’t careful, a newcomer from Slovakia might indeed become black.

As Orsi and Catherine Fagan have argued, many immigrants, such as the
Italian and Irish, came to America with more than passing familiarity with non-
Europeans, including blacks in the Atlantic and Mediterranean worlds. Even
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Slovak tinkers of the nineteenth century were documented as wandering as far
afield as the Ottoman realms, and thus could plausibly have encountered black
workers years before the paradigmatic Ellis Island moment.® Nevertheless, the
absolute binaries of Jim Crow segregation, America’s “one drop rule” that
disfranchised virtually all citizens with even a remote African American ancestor,
and the reign of terror waged against blacks in the South and other parts of the
country, were matters with which immigrants were unfamiliar upon arrival and
about which new immigrants such as the Slovaks had to learn if they were to
accept their place as “white” (read: full) citizens. While Thomas Guglielmo may
argue that Italians (and by extension, other Southeast Europeans) were “white
on arrival” since unlike Africans and Asians they were eligible for emigration and
citizenship, even a cursory glance at restrictionist screeds by nativists such as
Edward Alsworth Ross demonstrate that to many native-born Americans the
Caucasianness of Slavs and Mediterraneans was no sure thing. In 1908, when
looking at a nation full of Italians and Slovaks, Alfred P. Schultz asked, “race or
mongrel”?® While new immigrants such as Slovaks may have had a dim sense of
their whiteness, they nevertheless had to learn the salience of this part of their
identity in the American context.

Many newcomers learned such lessons all too well. Near the end of Thomas
Bell’s novel of Slovak immigrants, Out of this Furnace, immigrant old-timers in the
1930s lament the coming of the “niggers,” who have ruined their neighborhood.
While Bell’s book is a novel—albeit one that accurately translates many features
of Bell’s own life as a Slovak American in western Pennsylvania—by the 1930s
some other Slavs had joined other white ethnics in enforcing restrictive
covenants to prevent blacks from moving into their neighborhoods, and during
and immediately after World War II race riots erupted as blacks endeavored to
move onto white ethnic blocks. Adam Laboda of Pittsfield began by regarding
blacks as “the strangest” thing; the wonder regarding blacks was soon supplanted
for some (certainly not all) South and East European migrants by more ominous
emotions."

So how did Slovaks, like other South and East European immigrants, learn to
fit into America’s racialized landscape? Matthew Frye Jacobson has noted that
part of demonstrating one’s fitness for “republican citizenship” entailed an
embrace of physical and “social whiteness.” Dominic Pacyga argues that Polish
Chicagoans initially resisted the American stigmatization of blacks, battling them
when they served as strikebreakers but otherwise accepting blacks as one group
among many in the competition for jobs. He notes, though, that after 1919, “In
the case of blacks, the American tradition of racism may have played an important
role in the acculturation of Poles into American urban society.” Indeed, very
quickly “inbetween peoples” demonstrated by their language and behavior that
they had acculturated as “Caucasian.” By the 1920s, Slovaks were “passing,” not
just physically but also in behavior, as self-respecting white persons. Yet this only
poses a further question: How did some Slovaks go from being bewildered by
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blacks to being shamed into calling them “niggers,” laughing at them, and finally
shunning them as pariahs? !!

As the joke about “the greenhorn and the Negro” suggests, Slovaks often
encountered press articles that promoted thinking in black and white. Immi-
grant papers provided extensive coverage of race. Graphic accounts of mutila-
tion lynchings often appeared in the same issues containing minstrel-show jokes
in “humor columns.” Reading frequent accounts of lynchings, race riots, and the
“savage” non-Europeans under imperial rule helped Slovak readers to “natural-
ize” the black-white divide.

It is the coverage of race, chiefly in Slovak and Rusyn (Byzantine Catholic East
Europeans) newspapers, with which this book is concerned. These papers may
be characterized as palimpsests of race. Coverage of race, whether in lynchings
and race riots at home, as minstrel-show humor, or in stories of imperial adven-
tures abroad, permeated the Slavic immigrant press. Newspapers served as
palimpsests of race in that the impressions of a lynching article lingered as a
reader (even an academic turning a microfilm reel decades later) came upon a
story of a minstrel show in Passaic or an account of savage Filipinos or African
cannibals. Each trace remains, adding to an accretion of references in these
papers that tutored newcomers in the salience of race in the new homeland.

Yet sadly scholars of immigration who turn to ethnic newspapers for trace evi-
dence of newcomers’ developing ethnic nationalism or American patriotism still
discount the degree to which race was a part of this acculturation process. June
Granatir Alexander has impressively documented immigrants’ simultaneous
development of Slovak nationalism and American patriotism. This bi-nationalism
developed in large measure through reading articles in immigrant newspapers.
The American culture into which newcomers adapted, however, was rife with
racial inequalities. Articles in papers are often used as evidence of immigrants’
growing Americanism, working-class grievances, and ethnic nationalism. It would
be odd if coverage of race did not correspond in some way to an incipient sense
of whiteness among immigrant readers. Yet these same papers are understudied
as markers of racial identification; Alexander, for example, discounts all consid-
eration of race as irrelevant to Slovaks’ identity formation, suggesting only in her
conclusion that race just wasn’t important to East European immigrants. She
therefore asserts that later scholars who raise issues of race are bound by intel-
lectual fashions ancillary to immigrants themselves.'?

I argue, however, that the myriad articles covering African Americans’ status
cannot be isolated from matters of immigrant adjustment to America. Articles
that portrayed blacks as devoid of full personhood appeared week after week in
Slovak papers, just as they did in the early twentieth-century English-language
press. Such cultural productions must be interrogated as central to the immi-
grant narrative.

Indeed, Jacobson’s Roots Too has argued that the Ellis Island saga has in some
quarters supplanted Plymouth Rock as America’s foundational myth, but it is a
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foundational myth that elides the experience of Americans of non-European
background who were until relatively recently barred from the benefits of full
citizenship. Jacobson has documented how the foundational Ellis Island myth
relegates non-European Americans to a peripheral status. While narratives of
immigrant roots often highlight the “hard work” and talents of South and East
European immigrants (which surely there were in abundance), these tropes
endeavor to erase the pernicious racial boundaries placed before African
Americans and Asian Americans and minimize the degree to which white ethnic
success relied on an uneven racial opportunity structure. Such cultural work in
early immigrant newspapers has hitherto been largely understudied. What I
hope to contribute, then, is a close reading of one ethnic group’s own newspapers
with attention to race.”

My intention here is not to stigmatize Slovaks as any more or less racist than
those who were native born, new immigrant, or old stock. Not every immigrant
accepted without debate what a paper printed about blacks, or on any other
topic, for that matter. Yet the voluminous coverage of race by immigrant papers
has been little studied when considering Slovak acculturation to America.

Certainly in the United States many cultural productions, from silent movies
and minstrel shows to government policies and actions, demonstrated to immi-
grants the low regard in which blacks were held, whether in Northern cities or
the Jim Crow South. Nevertheless, through reprinted articles on lynching and
other matters, the Slovak press demonstrated to readers the hypervulnerability
of African Americans and tutored its readers in racial identity formation. More-
over, in propagating the tropes of racial difference, black criminality and
violence, and acceptance of reports of blacks’ supposed sexual depredations on
helpless white women, the rewrites of lynching narratives featured in the immi-

’ o«

grant press seem to have conveyed ideas about African Americans’ “otherness”
and unacceptability to East European newcomers just as effectively as the main-
stream press aided and abetted native-born whites’ acceptance of the Jim Crow
regime.

Race was much on the minds of atleast some Slovaks and Rusyns, the newspaper
editors of foreign-language journals who selected stories for inclusion in their
newspapers. The heyday of East and South European emigration coincided with
a rise in public violence against African Americans, most notably lynchings, and
these matters were reported in immigrant papers just as lynching stories filled
the English-language journals. From roughly 1880 to 1914 around 15 million
people migrated from Southeast Europe to the United States, with more than
225,000 identified as Slovak. Slovaks primarily were fleeing the poverty of their
hilly region of Upper Hungary, but also often resented the official Magyarization
policy that relegated them to third-class status in their homeland. Slovaks were
familiar with oppression, most notably in the form of laws barring the use of
Slovak (and other non-Magyar) languages in public. They also endured occa-
sional official violence, such as soldiers’ 1907 murder in Cernova of people
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protesting the imprisonment of Father Andrej Hlinka. If they thought of it,
Slovak immigrants were familiar with the violence of pogroms against Jews and
Romany (Gypsies) prevalent throughout east central Europe. And once they
arrived in the United States, Slavic immigrants toiling in industrial jobs experi-
enced the brutality of the “Cossacks,” state militias beating or murdering strikers,
as in the infamous 1897 Lattimer massacre of Slavic miners. Such immigrants,
then, knew all too well the scorn and violence rulers often visited on minority
groups.'

What seems to have been new to such immigrants, though, was the atrocity of
lynching, in which hundreds if not thousands of citizens publicly hung, shot,
burned, or otherwise tortured primarily black victims. Slavic emigration to
America coincided with an upsurge of acts of mob law against blacks and such
matters did not go unnoticed by immigrant newspapers. While historians have
recently debated the precise nature of collective, extralegal violence, Slovak and
Rusyn newspapers referred to such public mob killings as “lyncovania.” It is these
extralegal Kkillings of mostly black, and, less frequently, Mexican, Italian, and
Jewish victims as reported in Slavic papers and identified as “lynchings” that will be
considered in Chapter 2. Almost weekly, fatal acts of mob law were publicized via
newspaper accounts of these rituals of white supremacy.”” That Slavic newspapers
saw fit to reprint such accounts among news of the old country, church socials, and
picnics may at first seem surprising. Why did this concern immigrants, or, at the
very least, papers’ editors? What message did immigrant editors hope to convey
to their foreign-language readers by continually placing these horrific stories on
the front page? I will argue that these accounts of the depths of race hatred were
salient narratives for liminal groups such as Slovaks—part of the “inbetween
peoples,” as Barrett and Roediger aptly termed them—as they acculturated to
the United States.'t

By the first decade of the twentieth century Slovak and Rusyn newspapers such
as Slovak v Amerike (Slovak in America), Jednota (Union), and Amerikansky russky
viestnik (American Rusyn Messenger) had already published hundreds of accounts
that were reported as lynchings. Others followed in later newspapers such as
Narodné noviny (National News) and New Yorksky dennik (New York Daily). These
accounts, together with frequent reports of urban race riots (“plemenny boj”),
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minstrel-show jokes, and slighting references to “savage,” “cannibal” Africans
and Asiatics served as a tutorial for immigrants as to who were the most vulnerable
citizens in their new homeland. Into the 1920s, papers continued to feature
lynching accounts on an almost weekly basis. Many of these public mob murders
occurred in places where few Slovak immigrants dwelled—although some noto-
rious lynchings occurred in places with which Slovaks were quite familiar.

I will not argue that the Slovak American press alone accomplished the feat of
making immigrants aware of their (potential) whiteness and their new country’s
Hervenvolk attitudes toward African Americans. Vaudeville, silent movies, English-

language newspapers, and the casual, street-level discourses of fellow workers
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and foremen provided plenty of running commentary on race in America at the
turn of the century.'” Still, Slovak and Rusyn immigrants’ own newspapers offered
a wide array of articles and editorials regarding African Americans, as well as
colonialism and empire. These papers were avidly read by immigrants and cer-
tainly played a part in influencing readers’ worldviews on race as well as other
matters.

Ndrodné noviny, the weekly paper of the National Slovak Society, by 1915 was
sent to approximately 29,000 members of this secular fraternal organization,
although wartime enthusiasm for Czecho-Slovak independence boosted NSS
membership above 50,000 by 1918. Although emphasizing its members’ Slovak
identity and looking out for their ethnic interests, particularly in advocating
independence from Austria-Hungary, the NSS required that its members eventu-
ally adopt American citizenship. Although the NSS was often critical of industrial
America, its frequent articles on black-white relations were short on criticism of
Jim Crow.'

Amerikansky russky viesinik was the organ of the Byzantine Rite’s Sojedinénije,
the Greek Catholic Union. Although speaking for a religious fraternal society,
this newspaper was, in its coverage of social life in the United States, including
race relations, practically indistinguishable from Ndrodné noviny. Amerikansky
russky viestnik at the end of World War I reached about 90,000 readers." Jednota,
weekly of the First Catholic Slovak Union (Jednota), claimed more than 40,000
readers in 1918. In spite of its name, Greek Catholic Union lodges were open to
Roman Catholic Slovaks, too, while Jednota also accepted members from the
Greek Rite. Moreover, immigrants frequently belonged to several lodges, secu-
lar as well as religious. In Philadelphia and Camden, for example, the same men
were officers of both the GCU and NSS. While at the national level there may
have been some animus or ideological differences between lodge leaders, on
the microlevel these differences seem to have been less salient, and the editori-
als and articles of many fraternals’ newspapers were often reaching the same
immigrants.?

Readership figures may have to be multiplied beyond fraternal societies’
members, too. In Philadelphia, Svatopluk Slovak Hall subscribed to various news-
papers—secular, religious, and even explicitly socialist—for club members and
their guests. Within the same families various members belonged to the GCU,
Jednota, or NSS, as well as other fraternal societies, and swapped newspapers with
brothers, cousins, and uncles. The immigrant press thus gained a wide circula-
tion, and its presentation of the news went a long way toward shaping readers’
views, including on race.”

Just as the penny press had once helped orient Irish readers, among others, to
the Caucasian race, Slovak papers provided a surprising amount of coverage of
racial issues. Articles on lynchings and race riots and America’s imperial adven-
tures at the turn of the century helped tutor newcomers in who belonged and
who did not in the “white man’s republic.”
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Chapter 2 will demonstrate that Slovak lynching accounts often followed the
lead of mainstream papers and foregrounded moral equivalencies between black
criminality and white mob violence. While the assertion of vengeance might be
macabre, such accounts provided a narrative that justified such extraordinary
assertions of “the people’s justice” by the enormity of the black victim’s crime
against white women or children. The articles often summoned the mob’s
“authority” to act; mob actions were characterized not as disruption but rather
restoration of the peace and social order. Collective public murders, no matter
how horrific, for Slovaks as for other white Americans, fit into a framework of
sometimes necessary communal grassroots justice when lenient courts failed to
“avenge a poor white girl.”*

To be sure, race was not an entirely unfamiliar concept to many Southeast
European immigrants, but newcomers did have to learn what the Jim Crow
hierarchies meant in their new homeland. The baggage that Slavs, like other
newcomers, carried to Ellis Island also contained concepts of race, and some
migrants were well traveled years before they ever laid eyes on America. Slovak
tinkers, for example, traveled throughout Europe, North Africa, and Asia prior
to the move to America, becoming familiar with non-Europeans. Notions of race
among Slavs prior to arrival in America are treated in Chapter 3.

Just as news of “negrov lyncovanie’ originally intruded on my field of vision,
accounts of Italians invariably slighted as criminals involved in the “Black Hand”
or Slovaks’ diatribes against Jewish Americans complicate the narrative of race.
In the early twentieth century some accounts in Slavic newspapers depicted
their fellow provisional white people from Italy or the East European shtetl as a
menace in stereotypes similar to those expressed by nativist Americans. Still,
over time, a qualitatively different treatment of other white ethnics and blacks
and Asians developed. For all the venom at Sicilians occasionally employed by
Slovak letter writers, no all-out assault on Italians or Jews akin to antiblack race
riots occurred in Slavic neighborhoods, and anti-Italian diatribes, and even anti-
Semitic writing, became less frequent in Slovak papers by the 1930s. This pro-
cess of covering other European provisional white groups is considered in
Chapter 4.

Articles considering European and American imperial projects in colonizing
nonwhite parts of the globe established a binary between civilized and uncivilized
places, and many of these items with Filipino, African, and Caribbean datelines
were reprinted in Slovak newspapers, too. As with lynchings, the coverage of
African and Australasian “cannibals”—either as straight news stories or just as
jokes—were adapted from mainstream newspapers covering the rise of Euro-
centered empires, and, as with lynchings, such phenomena were relatively new
to Slavs and required a neologism. Slovak articles referred to cannibals as
“ludoZritr”"—literally “people chewers,” and, as in mainstream journals, such
characterizations relegated non-Europeans to the category of savages fit only for
colonial subjugation. These colonial articles are the subject of Chapter 5.
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At home, humor and blackface minstrelsy were frequently employed at immi-
grant parishes to portray “blacks” as figures of fun. In Chapter 6 the minstrel
shows of Slavic parishes and clubs are explored. While scholars have recently
argued that these shows were not necessarily racialized satires of black Americans,
but often a sly subversion of the bourgeois social order, in immigrant parishes
these productions must be considered in conjunction with the racial palimpsest
simultaneously presented by immigrant papers’ coverage of lynchings, empire,
and urban race riots. Indeed, in some of the very white ethnic neighborhoods in
which minstrel shows were staged, white-on-black violence erupted when blacks
attempted to move into white ethnic neighborhoods, or applied for jobs that
were regarded as “belonging” to white men. Chapter 7 will explore the Slovak
and Rusyn press’s coverage of race riots, arguing that such articles often charac-
terized blacks and Asians as illegitimate intruders in ways that other white ethnics
were rarely depicted.

By paying attention to those ephemeral lynching accounts, as well as other
articles dealing with race, it becomes possible to read the immigrant newspapers
as a cumulative narrative of legitimacy—a moral road map to the United States,
in which readers are tutored as to which groups had a valid claim to the New
World’s neighborhoods, job sites, voting booths, and the name of real Ameri-
cans. Immigrant newspapers created a moral, imagined community for readers,
a tale of who belonged and who didn’t belong in the United States.

A few important caveats must be added. These accounts were largely reprints
from English-language news sources. Nevertheless, the selection of these items
tells us something of what Slovak editors thought their readers needed to know
about America. We can never know for certain how these articles were received
by immigrants or how readers interpreted this material (and, of course, not all
immigrants came to the same conclusions on their conception of black people
or on anything else, for that matter.) Still, immigrant newspapers were in fierce
competition with each other, and editors presented material they thought their
readers desired or needed. The selection of these articles indicates Slavic
journalists regarded such material as important for inclusion in their newspapers.
While much of the material in papers such as New Yorksky dennik consisted of
rewrites of articles from English-language wire services or journals, there were
articles dealing with race that originated within the immigrant community.
Letters to the editor also appeared from Slovak and Rusyn readers, and some of
these commented on African Americans, Asians, and other topics of a racial
nature. Readers contributed jokes to New Yorksky dennik that scathingly mocked
African Americans. These items suggest acculturation to America by some immi-
grants that internalized some of the stereotypes featured in these newspapers.

Moreover, Slovak editors likewise affixed their own editorial comments to
some articles regarding lynchings or race riots. And editorials written by Slovaks
and Rusyns themselves occasionally took on the topic of race. This material
provides a more direct glimpse into immigrants’ views of non-Europeans. And
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even the material gleaned from English-language sources was read and consumed
by East European immigrants.

Outside of the socialist press, though, Slovaks for the most part offered little
criticism of the racial status quo. My examination of Slovak newspapers from the
1890s to the 1920s reveals no letters calling for an end to lynching, or disputing
the portrayal of blacks as deserving their horrific fate. It may be that no such let-
ters were written, as immigrants may have felt that the plight of black lynching
victims didn’t directly concern them. Alternatively, editors may have received let-
ters but opted not to print them. That editors chose to run these salacious stories
week after week, though, indicates race matters were very much part of immi-
grants’ weekly news cycle.

In Slovak immigrant newspapers, selective reprinting of articles reflected and
shaped discourse that defined racial identity as black or white. Reading frequent
accounts of public collective violence and the “savage” non-Europeans under
imperial rule helped Slovak readers to “naturalize” the black-white divide. These
publications aided in putting in place boundaries defining appropriate Slovak
social identity as being in the latter group.

Radical immigrant papers were often better on race matters, condemning
lynching and colonialism alike, and by the 1940s some Slovak newspapers faulted
Jim Crow segregation at home, but during the heyday of Slavic migration to the
United States editorial condemnation of antiblack measures was rare.

The articles cited in the following chapters were with rare exceptions written
in Slovak and Rusyn (prior to the 1930s, only a few English-language articles
were printed in most of these papers). The translations used are the author’s
own. Slovak words that may be translated several ways are included in italicized
parentheses. When English-language articles are cited, they are noted as such.
When neologisms were used by Slovak journalists, these are noted. The biggest
example of such aloan word from English is “/yncovar,” which had to be imported
into the Slovak language to describe this American atrocity.

Let me stress again, my goal here is not any facile stigmatization of white eth-
nics as racist. Rather, I hope to consider the immigrant press from a new angle,
one that introduces the consideration of race, and how it operated (in immi-
grant newspapers no less than in “mainstream” American institutions) to facili-
tate the acculturation of some people, and not others, into full U.S. citizenship
in the early twentieth century. Race was all over the Slavic immigrant newspapers;
it is time to reintroduce it, and to consider what these articles meant to immi-
grants’ interpretation of their new American home.



Chapter 2

“Let Each Reader Judge”:
Lynching, Race, and Immigrant Newspapers

In June 1903, newspaper readers throughout the country learned of a particularly
brutal outbreak of lynch law. “Negro Lynched—People’s awful justice condemns
criminal,” proclaimed the headline of the torture of George White in Wilmington,
Delaware. Subheads focused not on the actions of the mob, but rather that the
“Negro robbed and murdered the daughter of Evangelical minister E. A. Bishop,”
a crime for which he “was summarily burned alive.”

The writer began his story not with the violence of the mob that seized White
from his jail cell, but rather with a lengthy description of the black man’s “awful
crime.” “Horrible was that crime to which he alone confessed in the following
words: ‘My boss Woodward sent me to the field and when I went there, I saw the
pastor’s daughter. I sneaked up on her and grabbed her by the neck and
demanded all her money.” The girl gave him all she had, 60 cents. Then she
begged God for mercy, that he wouldn’t hurt her. He made sure she couldn’t cry
out, and choked her to suppress her screams, choked her until she lost
consciousness.” The account neglected to mention this “confession” was deliv-
ered while White had a noose around his neck and was threatened with being
burned alive. “He would not have been lynched if he had been a white man,” the
reporter admitted. “It was said, though, that he was a beast in human form and
in an instant he was handed over to the authority of the lynch mob.”

The article went on to detail the process by which more than 300 men broke
into the jail and delivered White to mob justice, with “the terrible theater as the
crowd of people emptied their revolvers into him.” After detailing White’s cries
for mercy, the writer noted, “At the end of this horrible justice everyone made
sure to cut off a piece of his body to take for themselves as a souvenir!” After the
lynching, “The people partied in the morning and the peace of the grave reigned
over the whole countryside. The people bloodily avenged the death of a poor
girl!”!

By 1903 such lynchings were a common occurrence not just in the South, but
even in states with significant urban, industrial centers such as Delaware,
Minnesota, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. Nor was the macabre, detailed coverage of
the torture and mutilation of George White atypical, for many newspaper articles
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went into elaborate descriptions of the burning alive of human victims or their
vivisection by souvenir hunters. Lynchings indeed served as “theaters” in which
white supremacy was reasserted—in one well-publicized 1911 case in Livermore,
Kentucky, literally staged as theater.? The wide dissemination of such stories via
newspapers broadened the white public’s policing of the nation’s racial boundar-
ies beyond those who actually took part in and witnessed these lynchings.* More-
over, as in the account of White’s lynching, the assumption of authority by whites
to judge and execute sentence against offending blacks was often portrayed as a
restoration, not a disruption of “the peace of the grave” that should reign over a
white-dominated countryside. In its excruciating detail of White’s crime, his
torture, and the tropes of white citizens acting to restore racialized justice, this
account was quite prosaic.

As Leon Litwack, Grace Elizabeth Hale, and others have noted, more than five
thousand such lynchings were recorded between 1890 and 1930, with many
broadly publicized via newspapers and, later, radio accounts of these rituals of
white supremacy. George White was not alone in his suffering or in the elaborate
coverage given to his death.*

What was seemingly unusual about this article is that the account was written
in Slovak and informed an immigrant readership of the racial mores and atroci-
ties of America. That a Slovak newspaper saw fit to reprint such an account in a
paper that otherwise advertised old country news, church socials, and picnics,
may at first seem surprising. Why did this concern immigrants, or the paper’s
editors? What message did editors hope to convey to their foreign-language read-
ers by placing this horrific tale on the front page as its lead story?

Yet the account of White’s brutal torture and execution at the hands of more
than 300, as reported in Slovik v Amerike, was only one of hundreds that appeared
in Slavic papers. By the first decade of the twentieth century Slovak and Rusyn
newspapers, such as Slovdk v Amerike, Jednota, and Amerikansky russky viestnik, had
published hundreds of accounts of lynchings. By the 1910s the earlier newspapers
were joined in this journalistic obsession with race by New Yorksky dennik and Ndrodné
noviny, founded in 1913 and 1910, respectively. Into the 1920s all these papers
continued to feature lynching accounts on an almost weekly basis. Many of these
lynchings occurred in places where few immigrants settled—although some early
twentieth-century lynchings 