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W

ashington, D.C., has been called “The Colored Man’s
Paradise.” Whether this sobriquet was given to the national capital in bitter irony by a member of the handicapped
race, as he reviewed some of his own persecutions and rebuffs,
or whether it was given immediately after the war by an exslave-holder who for the first time in his life saw colored people
walking about like freemen, minus the overseer and his whip,
history saith not. It is certain that it would be difficult to find a
worse misnomer for Washington than “The Colored Man’s
Paradise” if so prosaic a consideration as veracity is to determine the appropriateness of a name.
For fifteen years I have resided in Washington, and while it
was far from being a paradise for colored people, when I first
touched these shores, it has been doing its level best ever since
to make conditions for us intolerable. As a colored woman I
might enter Washington any night, a stranger in a strange land,
and walk miles without finding a place to lay my head. Unless
I happened to know colored people who live here or ran across
a chance acquaintance who could recommend a colored
boarding-house to me, I should be obliged to spend the entire
night wandering about. Indians, Chinamen, Filipinos, Japanese
and representatives of any other dark race can find hotel accommodations, if they can pay for them. The colored man alone
is thrust out of the hotels of the national capital like a leper.
As a colored woman I may walk from the Capitol to the
White House, ravenously hungry and abundantly supplied with
money with which to purchase a meal, without finding a single
restaurant in which I would be permitted to take a morsel of
food, if it was patronized by white people, unless I were willing
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to sit behind a screen. As a colored woman I cannot visit the
tomb of the Father of this country, which owes its very existence to the love of freedom in the human heart and which
stands for equal opportunity to all, without being forced to sit
in the Jim Crow section of an electric car which starts from the
very heart of the city—midway between the Capitol and the
White House. If I refuse thus to be humiliated, I am cast into
jail and forced to pay a fine for violating the Virginia laws. Every
hour in the day Jim Crow cars filled with colored people, many
of whom are intelligent and well to do, enter and leave the national capital.
As a colored woman I may enter more than one white church
in Washington without receiving that welcome which as a human being I have a right to expect in the sanctuary of God.
Sometimes the color blindness of the usher takes on that peculiar form which prevents a dark face from making any impression whatsoever upon his retina, so that it is impossible for him
to see colored people at all. If he is not so afflicted, after keeping
a colored man or woman waiting a long time, he will ungraciously show these dusky Christians who have had the temerity
to thrust themselves into a temple where only the fair of face
are expected to worship God to a seat in the rear, which is
named in honor of a certain personage, well known in this
country, and commonly called Jim Crow.
Unless I am willing to engage in a few menial occupations, in
which the pay for my ser vices would be very poor, there is no
way for me to earn an honest living, if I am not a trained nurse
or a dressmaker or can secure a position as teacher in the public schools, which is exceedingly difficult to do. It matters not
what my intellectual attainments may be or how great is the
need of the ser vices of a competent person, if I try to enter
many of the numerous vocations in which my white sisters are
allowed to engage, the door is shut in my face.
From one Washington theater I am excluded altogether. In
the remainder certain seats are set aside for colored people,
and it is almost impossible to secure others. I once telephoned
to the ticket seller just before a matinee and asked if a neatappearing colored nurse would be allowed to sit in the parquet
with her little white charge, and the answer rushed quickly and
positively thru the receiver—NO. When I remonstrated a bit
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and told him that in some of the theaters colored nurses were
allowed to sit with the white children for whom they cared, the
ticket seller told me that in Washington it was very poor policy
to employ colored nurses, for they were excluded from many
places where white girls would be allowed to take children for
pleasure.
If I possess artistic talent, there is not a single art school of
repute which will admit me. A few years ago a colored woman
who possessed great talent submitted some drawings to the
Corcoran Art School, of Washington, which were accepted by
the committee of awards, who sent her a ticket entitling her to
a course in this school. But when the committee discovered that
the young woman was colored, they declined to admit her,
and told her that if they had suspected that her drawings had
been made by a colored woman, they would not have examined
them at all. The efforts of Frederick Douglass and a lawyer of
great repute who took a keen interest in the affair were unavailing. In order to cultivate her talent this young woman was
forced to leave her comfortable home in Washington and incur
the expense of going to New York. Having entered the
Woman’s Art School of Cooper Union, she graduated with
honor, and then went to Paris to continue her studies, where
she achieved signal success and was complimented by some of
the greatest living artists in France.
With the exception of the Catholic University, there is not a
single white college in the national capital to which colored
people are admitted, no matter how great their ability, how lofty
their ambition, how unexceptionable their character or how
great their thirst for knowledge may be.
A few years ago the Columbian Law School admitted colored
students, but in deference to the Southern white students the
authorities have decided to exclude them altogether.
Some time ago a young woman who had already attracted
some attention in the literary world by her volume of short
stories answered an advertisement which appeared in a Washington newspaper, which called for the ser vices of a skilled stenographer and expert typewriter. It is unnecessary to state the
reasons why a young woman whose literary ability was so great
as that possessed by the one referred to should decide to earn
money in this way. The applicants were requested to send spec-
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imens of their work and answer certain questions concerning
their experience and their speed before they called in person.
In reply to her application the young colored woman, who, by
the way, is very fair and attractive indeed, received a letter from
the firm stating that her references and experience were the
most satisfactory that had been sent and requesting her to call.
When she presented herself there was some doubt in the mind
of the man to whom she was directed concerning her racial
pedigree, so he asked her point-blank whether she was colored
or white. When she confessed the truth the merchant expressed
great sorrow and deep regret that he could not avail himself of
the ser vices of so competent a person, but frankly admitted
that employing a colored woman in his establishment in any
except a menial position was simply out of the question.
Another young friend had an experience which, for some
reasons, was still more disheartening and bitter than the one
just mentioned. In order to secure lucrative employment she
left Washington and went to New York. There she worked her
way up in one of the largest dry goods stores till she was placed
as saleswoman in the cloak department. Tired of being separated from her family, she decided to return to Washington,
feeling sure that, with her experience and her fine recommendation from the New York firm, she could easily secure employment. Nor was she overconfident, for the proprietor of one
of the largest dry goods stores in her native city was glad to secure the ser vices of a young woman who brought such hearty
credentials from New York. She had not been in this store very
long, however, before she called upon me one day and asked
me to intercede with the proprietor in her behalf, saying that
she had been discharged that afternoon because it had been discovered that she was colored. When I called upon my young
friend’s employer he made no effort to avoid the issue, as I
feared he would. He did not say he had discharged the young
saleswoman because she had not given satisfaction, as he might
easily have done. On the contrary, he admitted without the
slightest hesitation that the young woman he had just discharged was one of the best clerks he had ever had. In the cloak
department, where she had been assigned, she had been a brilliant success, he said. “But I cannot keep Miss Smith in my
employ,” he concluded. “Are you not master of your own
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store?” I ventured to inquire. The proprietor of this store was a
Jew, and I felt that it was particularly cruel, unnatural and coldblooded for the representative of one oppressed and persecuted
race to deal so harshly and unjustly with a member of another.
I had intended to make this point when I decided to intercede
for my young friend, but when I thought how a reference to
the persecution of his own race would wound his feelings, the
words froze on my lips. “When I first heard your friend was colored,” he explained, “I did not believe it and said so to the
clerks who made the statement. Finally, the girls who had been
most pronounced in their opposition to working in a store with
a colored girl came to me in a body and threatened to strike.
‘Strike away,’ said I, ‘your places will be easily filled.’ Then they
started on another tack. Delegation after delegation began to
file down to my office, some of the women my very best customers, to protest against my employing a colored girl. Moreover, they threatened to boycott my store if I did not discharge
her at once. Then it became a question of bread and butter and
I yielded to the inevitable—that’s all. Now,” said he, concluding, “if I lived in a great, cosmopolitan city like New York,
I should do as I pleased, and refuse to discharge a girl simply
because she was colored.” But I thought of a similar incident
that happened in New York. I remembered that a colored
woman, as fair as a lily and as beautiful as a Madonna, who was
the head saleswoman in a large department store in New York,
had been discharged, after she had held this position for years,
when the proprietor accidentally discovered that a fatal drop of
African blood was percolating somewhere thru her veins.
Not only can colored women secure no employment in the
Washington stores, department and otherwise, except as menials, and such positions, of course, are few, but even as customers they are not infrequently treated with discourtesy both
by the clerks and the proprietor himself. Following the trend
of the times, the senior partner of the largest and best department store in Washington, who originally hailed from Boston,
once the home of William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips,
and Charles Sumner, if my memory serves me right, decided to
open a restaurant in his store. Tired and hungry after her
morning’s shopping a colored school teacher, whose relation
to her African progenitors is so remote as scarcely to be dis-
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cernible to the naked eye, took a seat at one of the tables in the
restaurant of this Boston store. After sitting unnoticed a long
time the colored teacher asked a waiter who passed her by if she
would not take her order. She was quickly informed that colored people could not be served in that restaurant and was
obliged to leave in confusion and shame, much to the amusement of the waiters and the guests who had noticed the incident. Shortly after that a teacher in Howard University, one of
the best schools for colored youth in the country, was similarly
insulted in the restaurant of the same store.
In one of the Washington theaters from which colored
people are excluded altogether, members of the race have been
viciously assaulted several times, for the proprietor well knows
that colored people have no redress for such discriminations
against them in the District courts. Not long ago a colored clerk
in one of the departments who looks more like his paternal ancestors who fought for the lost cause than his grandmothers
who were the victims of the peculiar institution, bought a ticket
for the parquet of this theater in which colored people are
nowhere welcome, for himself and mother, whose complexion
is a bit swarthy. The usher refused to allow the young man to
take the seats for which his tickets called and tried to snatch
from him the coupons. A scuffle ensued and both mother and
son were ejected by force. A suit was brought against the proprietor and the damages awarded the injured man and his
mother amounted to the munificent sum of one cent. One of
the teachers in the Colored High School received similar treatment in the same theater.
Not long ago one of my little daughter’s bosom friends figured in one of the most pathetic instances of which I have ever
heard. A gentleman who is very fond of children promised to
take six little girls in his neighborhood to a matinee. It happened that he himself and five of his little friends were so fair
that they easily passed muster, as they stood in judgment before
the ticket seller and the ticket taker. Three of the little girls were
sisters, two of whom were very fair and the other a bit brown.
Just as this little girl, who happened to be last in the procession, went by the ticket taker, that argus-eyed sophisticated
gentleman detected something which caused a deep, dark
frown to mantle his brow and he did not allow her to pass. “I
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guess you have made a mistake,” he called to the host of this
theater party. “Those little girls,” pointing to the fair ones,
“may be admitted, but this one,” designating the brown one,
“can’t.” But the colored man was quite equal to the emergency.
Fairly frothing at the mouth with anger, he asked the ticket
taker what he meant, what he was trying to insinuate about that
particular little girl. “Do you mean to tell me,” he shouted in
rage, “that I must go clear to the Philippine Islands to bring this
child to the United States and then I can’t take her to the theater in the National Capital?” The little ruse succeeded brilliantly, as he knew it would. “Beg your pardon,” said the ticket
taker, “don’t know what I was thinking about. Of course she
can go in.”
“What was the matter with me this afternoon? mother,”
asked the little brown girl innocently, when she mentioned the
affair at home. “Why did the man at the theater let my two sisters and the other girls in and try to keep me out?” In relating
this incident, the child’s mother told me her little girl’s question, which showed such blissful ignorance of the depressing,
cruel conditions which confronted her, completely unnerved
her for a time.
Altho white and colored teachers are under the same Board
of Education and the system for the children of both races is
said to be uniform, prejudice against the colored teachers in the
public schools is manifested in a variety of ways. From 1870 to
1900 there was a colored superintendent at the head of the colored schools. During all that time the directors of the cooking,
sewing, physical culture, manual training, music and art departments were colored people. Six years ago a change was inaugurated. The colored superintendent was legislated out of
office and the directorships, without a single exception, were
taken from colored teachers and given to the whites. There was
no complaint about the work done by the colored directors,
no more than is heard about every officer in every school. The
directors of the art and physical culture departments were particularly fine. Now, no matter how competent or superior the
colored teachers in our public schools may be, they know that
they can never rise to the height of a directorship, can never
hope to be more than an assistant and receive the meager
salary therefor, unless the present regime is radically changed.

to be colored in the capital 1906

211

Not long ago one of the most distinguished kindergartners
in the country came to deliver a course of lectures in Washington. The colored teachers were eager to attend, but they could
not buy the coveted privilege for love or money. When they
appealed to the director of kindergartens, they were told that
the expert kindergartner had come to Washington under the
auspices of private individuals, so that she could not possibly
have them admitted. Realizing what a loss colored teachers had
sustained in being deprived of the information and inspiration
which these lectures afforded, one of the white teachers volunteered to repeat them as best she could for the benefit of her
colored co-laborers for half the price she herself had paid, and
the proposition was eagerly accepted by some.
Strenuous efforts are being made to run Jim Crow street
cars in the national capital. “Resolved, that a Jim Crow law
should be adopted and enforced in the District of Columbia,”
was the subject of a discussion engaged in last January by the
Columbian Debating Society of the George Washington University in our national capital, and the decision was rendered in
favor of the affirmative. Representative Heflin, of Alabama, who
introduced a bill providing for Jim Crow street cars in the District of Columbia last winter, has just received a letter from the
president of the East Brookland Citizens’ Association “indorsing the movement for separate street cars and sincerely
hoping that you will be successful in getting this enacted into a
law as soon as possible.” Brookland is a suburb of Washington.
The colored laborer’s path to a decent livelihood is by no
means smooth. Into some of the trades unions here he is admitted, while from others he is excluded altogether. By the
union men this is denied, altho I am personally acquainted
with skilled workmen who tell me they are not admitted into
the unions because they are colored. But even when they are
allowed to join the unions they frequently derive little benefit,
owing to certain tricks of the trade. When the word passes
round that help is needed and colored laborers apply, they are
often told by the union officials that they have secured all the
men they needed, because the places are reserved for white
men, until they have been provided with jobs, and colored
men must remain idle, unless the supply of white men is too
small.
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I am personally acquainted with one of the most skilful laborers in the hardware business in Washington. For thirty years
he has been working for the same firm. He told me he could
not join the union, and that his employer had been almost
forced to discharge him, because the union men threatened to
boycott his store if he did not. If another man could have been
found at the time to take his place he would have lost his job,
he said. When no other human being can bring a refractory
chimney or stove to its senses, this colored man is called upon
as the court of last appeal. If he fails to subdue it, it is pronounced a hopeless case at once. And yet this expert workman
receives much less for his ser vices than do white men who cannot compare with him in skill.
And so I might go on citing instance after instance to show
the variety of ways in which our people are sacrificed on the altar of prejudice in the Capital of the United States and how
almost insurmountable are the obstacles which block his path
to success. Early in life many a colored youth is so appalled by
the helplessness and the hopelessness of his situation in this
country that, in a sort of stoical despair he resigns himself to his
fate. “What is the good of our trying to acquire an education?
We can’t all be preachers, teachers, doctors and lawyers. Besides those professions, there is almost nothing for colored
people to do but engage in the most menial occupations, and
we do not need an education for that.” More than once such
remarks, uttered by young men and women in our public
schools who possess brilliant intellects, have wrung my heart.
It is impossible for any white person in the United States, no
matter how sympathetic and broad, to realize what life would
mean to him if his incentive to effort were suddenly snatched
away. To the lack of incentive to effort, which is the awful
shadow under which we live, may be traced the wreck and ruin
of scores of colored youth. And surely nowhere in the world
do oppression and persecution based solely on the color of the
skin appear more hateful and hideous than in the capital of the
United States, because the chasm between the principles upon
which this Government was founded, in which it still professes
to believe, and those which are daily practiced under the protection of the flag, yawns so wide and deep.

