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The Plight of Black American Soldiers Returning Home 

For many returning soldiers at the end of the Great War it was a time of great relief at having 

survived the conflict, happiness in the prospect of seeing families again and returning to a peaceful 

life. The same was true of American soldiers, but for many black American soldiers, returning home 

would not bring them the peace they craved.    

In 1910, 90% of black Americans still lived in the southern states following their ‘emancipation’ after 

the end of the Civil War 50 years earlier. However, they were still deprived of the rights and benefits 

of full citizenship and lived in constant fear of arbitrary injury or even death at the hands of white 

Americans.  

While some black American leaders wanted to support the war others argued the need to fight for 

liberty and democracy at home. William Du Bois, a black sociologist and founding member of the 

NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) in 1909, advised the black 

community that,  

“While the war lasts, we should forget our special grievances and close our ranks shoulder to 

shoulder with our white fellow citizens and allied nations that are fighting for democracy.”  

By the outbreak of the Great War black Americans were well established within the US military, 

although they mainly occupied non-combat labour battalions. Over 300,000 volunteered with 

200,000 black American soldiers crossing the Atlantic to Europe. However, only around 42,000 saw 

action. The 92nd and 93rd divisions, were the only African American divisions in the segregated 

United States Army to see combat during the War. The 369th Infantry Regiment of the 93rd Division 

was attached to the French Army and by all regards was treated respectfully. The regiment was 

made up of a group of black national guardsmen from Harlem, New York, who became the best 

known regiment of black soldiers to fight during the war. The 369th were hailed as the Harlem 

Hellfighters, the Black Rattlers and the Men of Bronze. By contrast, soldiers in the 92nd Division 

remained under US command and were subjected to the same racial hostility from white soldiers 

that they experienced at home. 

Private Henry Johnson of the 369th Regiment, despite sustaining 21 wounds, won France’s highest 

award, the Croix de Guerre avec Palme, while defending a trench during a German attack and 

although disabled by his injuries he was promoted to sergeant. His bravery was acknowledged by 

General Pershing. 

Despite their war service black American soldiers returning home at the end of the war were 

subjected to racial discrimination in the administration of war benefits and were often denied them. 

Sergeant Johnson, once hailed as a hero, publicly objected to the mistreatment of black veterans 

and was discharged with no disability pay and left to poverty and alcoholism. Henry Johnson, patriot 

and war hero, died penniless and alone in 1929 at just 32 years old.    

However, a far worse fate awaited other returning black American soldiers. Many were met with 

familiar violent white supremacy and their status as veterans made them special targets for white 

aggression.  

In Congress senators raised concerns about returning black soldiers. Senator James K. Vardaman of 

Mississippi warned.  

“Impress the negro with the fact that he is defending the flag, inflate his untutored soul with 

military airs, teach him that it is his duty to keep the emblem of the Nation flying 
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triumphantly in the air,” and it is but a short step to the conclusion that his political rights 

must be respected.”  

Many white Americans in the southern states believed returning black veterans would demand 

equality, respect, better working conditions and higher wages, inciting other black Americans to 

resist segregation and racially oppressive social customs and they were determined that would not 

happen. 

The targeting of returning black veterans soon began and countless numbers were assaulted and 

beaten in incidents of racial violence. There are many accounts of whites in the South accosting 

black veterans at railroad stations and stripping them of their uniforms. At least 13 black veterans 

were lynched in 1919 alone. During the violent racial clashes of 1919 in what became known as the 

‘Red Summer’ it was risky for a black serviceman to wear his uniform, which many whites 

interpreted as an act of defiance. During ‘Red Summer’ of 1919 around 25 ‘anti-black riots’ erupted 

in major cities throughout the nation including Houston, Texas; East St. Louis and Chicago, Illinois; 

Washington, D.C.; Omaha, Nebraska; Elaine, Arkansas; Tulsa, Oklahoma; and Charleston, South 

Carolina. 

In Elaine, Arkansas, a white mob attacked a meeting of black sharecroppers who were organizing to 

demand fairer treatment in the cotton market. During the confrontation a white person was shot 

and federal troops were called in to quell the violence, but instead they joined white mobs in 

hunting black residents for several days. More than 200 black men, women, and children were killed 

Private Charles Lewis returned home to Tyler Station, Kentucky in December 1918. Lewis was 

wearing his uniform when he encountered Deputy Sheriff Al Thomas, who attempted to arrest him 

for robbery. Private Lewis denied any involvement in robbery and declared that he had served his 

country and had been honourably discharged. The two men argued and Private Lewis was eventually 

charged with assault and resisting arrest. Lewis was awaiting transfer to the Fulton County Jail in 

Hickman, Kentucky, when news of his challenge to white authority spread and a mob of around 100 

gathered outside the town jail. At midnight, masked men stormed the jail. They smashed the locks 

with a sledgehammer, pulled Private Lewis out of his cell, tied a rope around his neck, and hanged 

him from a tree. The next day, hundreds of white spectators viewed Private Lewis’s dead, hanging 

body, still in uniform. 

Shortly after the lynching of Private Lewis Louisiana’s True Democrat newspaper published an 

editorial entitled ‘Nip It in the Bud’. They wrote of Lewis,  

‘The incident is a portent of what may be expected in the future as more of the Negro 

soldiery return to civil life’   

In Pine Bluff, Arkansas, a black veteran refused to move off the sidewalk to let a white woman pass, 

saying it was a free country and he would not move. For his impudence a mob took him from town, 

bound him to a tree with chains and fatally shot him with up to 50 bullets. 

In a similar incident in Lincoln, Arkansas, on 3rd of August 1919, a white mob lynched black veteran 

Clinton Briggs for allegedly insulting a white woman by moving too slowly out of her way as she tried 

to walk past him. Briggs had recently been discharged from the army at Camp Pike and as he passed 

a white couple on the sidewalk he moved only slightly to let the woman pass. She responded angrily 

and her companion assaulted Mr. Briggs. A mob quickly gathered and Briggs was bundled into a 

vehicle, driven out of town, chained him to a tree and his body riddled with bullets. 
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In El Dorado, Arkansas, on May 21, 1919, black veteran Frank Livingstone was accused of murdering 

the white couple who employed him after their bodies were discovered. Livingston was seized by a 

mob who beat and tortured him to elicit a confession. Though white newspapers reported such 

‘confessions’ as fact, these statements were plainly extracted under duress to crudely justify the 

punishment. 

The following day, with no formal investigation or trial, Livingston was burned alive in front of more 

than 100 people. The sheriff arrived after Mr. Livingston was dead but no arrests were made, as was 

commonly the case.  

On 27th December 1919, police officers were transporting veteran Powell Green to jail in Raleigh 

County, North Carolina, after he was accused of shooting the white owner of a movie theatre. The 

police were stopped by a mob and Powell was seized. A rope was tied around his neck and he was 

dragged for two miles behind a car before his body was hung from a tree. It was reported that nearly 

the entire town fought over scraps of his clothing for souvenirs.   

Black veterans were also targeted for attack or lynching due to their supposed or actual relationships 

with white women. The perceived white stereotype of black men as chronic rapists of white women 

was strengthened by accounts of wartime liaisons between black troops and white French women. It 

was claimed that such approval by French women would give black veterans the idea that they had 

sexual access to white Southern women. A black veteran and a black woman were lynched near 

Pickens, Mississippi, on 5th May 1919, because the veteran had allegedly hired the woman to write 

an ‘improper note’ to a young white woman. In Louise, Mississippi, on 15th July 1919, Robert Truett, 

an 18 year old veteran was lynched on allegations that he had made ‘indecent proposals’ to a white 

woman. On 10th September 1919, a veteran named L.B. Reed was hung in Clarksdale, Mississippi, 

after he was suspected of having a relationship with a white woman. 

On 31st August 1919, in Bogalusa, Louisiana, a black veteran named Lucius McCarty was accused of 

attempted assault on a white woman. A mob of up to 1500 people gathered and shot him multiple 

times. His body was then dragged behind a car through the town’s black neighbourhoods and then 

burned on a bonfire.  

These barbaric public spectacles were explicitly designed to terrorise and intimidate the entire black 

community by torturing and mutilating victims in front of massive crowds. Lynching escalated in the 

post-war years and continued well into the 1920s, terrorising black Americans with threats of 

violence and death and fuelling a massive exodus of black refugees out of the South to cities in the 

North and West. It is estimated more than 100,000 black veterans moved north to escape the 

intimidation and violence.  

Since 1918 more than 200 anti-lynching bills have been introduced to the US Congress, all of which 

have been voted down. The first anti-lynching bill was tabled by Republican Representative Leonidas 

Dyer of Missouri in 1918. The bill passed the House but was opposed by Democratic senators from 

southern states and failed to pass the Senate. For much of American history there have rarely been 

any prosecutions for lynchings. 

One hundred years later on the 20th December 2018 the first anti-lynching law was voted in by the 

Senate. It was unanimously approved to make lynching a federal crime in the US. The Bill, introduced 

by three black senators, allows lynching to be charged as a hate crime alongside existing crimes such 

as murder. 

Jeff Clare                                                                                                                                                                        
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