Executive Summary – 1898 Wilmington Race Riot Commission

Commission History

The Commission was created in 2000 through legislation sponsored by Senator Luther Jordan and Representative Thomas Wright following models of the Tulsa and Rosewood commissions.  Thirteen members were appointed by the Governor, Senate, House, City, and County.  The Commission has held 23 regular meetings, 3 public hearings, 16 public presentations of the project findings, and a press conference on December 15, 2005 to unveil the draft report.  The Commission will present its findings, recommendations, and final report on May 31, 2006.

The enabling legislation charged the North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources (DCR) with assisting the Commission in its work.  Within DCR, the Research Branch, Office of Archives and History, has devoted staff time and substantial budgetary expenditures to complete the report.  LeRae Umfleet, researcher, has taken the lead on the project since 2003 along with Michael Hill, research supervisor, who has worked with the Commission since its first meeting.

Report Format 

In recent decades, writers have studied the Wilmington riot but few have tried to find answers to what the riot did to the city of Wilmington.  The Commission sought to fill a gap in the story and explain the development of the African American community in Wilmington in the framework of an overall chronicle of the city’s growth from the 1860’s through to the first part of the 20th century.  The report follows a chronological format, beginning with the Civil War and Reconstruction and ending with analysis of the impact of the riot and the Democratic Party’s campaign of 1898 on African Americans in New Hanover County.  Analysis and discussion of African American life in 20th century Wilmington ends just before the advent of World War I.
Report Findings

Political

1. The racial violence of November 10, 1898 in Wilmington precipitated an armed overthrow of the legitimately elected municipal government.

2. The organizers of the overthrow took part in a documented conspiracy.  The leaders, members of the Democratic white elite in Wilmington and New Hanover County, achieved their political goals through violence and intimidation.

3. Involved in the conspiracy were men prominent in the Democratic Party, former Confederate officers, former officeholders, and newspaper editors locally and statewide rallied by Josephus Daniels of the Raleigh News and Observer.

4. Organizers of the coup instituted a banishment campaign, targeting political opponents, black and white, leading to the expulsion from the city of over twenty targeted individuals and a mass exodus of over 2,100 others.  Consequently, the Republican power base in Wilmington was destroyed.

5. The overthrow or coup d état took place within the context of an ongoing statewide political campaign based on white supremacy.  The Wilmington events spurred the subsequent development of statutory basis for segregation (i.e., Jim Crow) and disfranchisement legislation in North Carolina.

6. Publication of an editorial by African American editor Alex Manly in August 1898 and subsequent reprintings by the white press stimulated public debate.  The burning of Manly’s press and office were the flashpoint on November 10.  The mob action satisfied a perceived need for the organizers of the coup. Yet, the overthrow still would have taken place irrespective of Manly’s role. 

7. The events of November 10 left an unknown number of dead on Wilmington’s streets.  The coroner performed fourteen inquests but other evidence indicates that the total number of deaths was as high as sixty.

8. Government at all levels failed to adequately respond to the violence or to reverse the political overthrow.  Troops sent to Wilmington by Governor Daniel L. Russell were ineffective in quelling the violence of November 10.

Economic and Social

1. Prior to November 1898 African Americans in Wilmington were employed in all segments of the workforce, as professionals, skilled artisans, government employees, maritime crew members, industrial workers, laborers, and domestics.  After 1898 the number of blacks employed as professionals (aside from ministers), as skilled artisans, and in government jobs declined while the number working in lower status jobs increased.

2. Prior to November 1898 African Americans in Wilmington benefited from a cohesive social network composed of churches, strong fraternal organizations, and other civic and benevolent groups.  After 1898 the network gradually rebounded but the social structure was altered as a result of statutory segregation.

3. One result of the Wilmington diaspora (the departure of African Americans from the Port City, voluntary or otherwise) was a decline in economic opportunity for black citizens.

4. Analysis of statistical data indicates that Wilmington’s black businesses and workers suffered losses after 1898 in terms of job status, income, and access to capital.

5. After 1898, black-owned businesses suffered economic decline as some businesses closed or moved from the city’s business district to traditionally black neighborhoods.

6. Analysis of deeds and tax records indicates that most black property owners in Wilmington retained ownership of holdings after 1898.  No evidence was found to support the thesis that seizure of black-owned property by whites was widespread after 1898.

7. Analysis of residential patterns after 1898, based on the mapping of city directory and tax data, indicates that segregated neighborhoods in Wilmington increased and that the city’s center became almost exclusively white.

8. After 1898, Wilmington’s black schools and teachers received significantly less funding compared to white schools and teachers, a pattern reflective of trends across North Carolina.  Black literacy rates in the city dropped to rates much lower than those of whites.

Future


The report is available online http://www.ah.dcr.state.nc.us/1898-wrrc/ or through a link on the main Department of Cultural Resources website: www.ncculture.com.  


The final version of the report, incorporating feedback and corrections, was presented to the legislature on May 31, 2006.  The final version includes a series of recommendations developed by the Commission in response to community input and the report findings.
Recommendations

Objective:  The recommendations of the 1898 Wilmington Race Riot Commission seek to repair the moral, economic, civic and political damage wrought by the violence and discrimination resulting from a conspiracy to re-take control of city, county, and state governments by the Democratic Party’s white supremacy campaign.

Empowerment:  Acknowledging that the democratic process failed in Wilmington resulting in persistent, unfavorable treatment especially to the African American community, government leadership at all levels will pursue actions that repair the wrong.


1.
Acknowledge that the violence of 1898 was a conspiracy of a white elite that 


used intimidation and force to replace a duly elected local government; that 


people lost their lives, livelihoods, and were banished from their homes without 


due process of the law; and that governments at all levels failed to protect its 


citizens.  



2.
Establish a Restructuring & Development Authority including local leadership 


to supervise implementation of a strategic vision funded through an endowment, 


supported by federal, state, and local governments, as well as media and 



businesses, especially those which benefited from the consequences of 1898.



3.
Support amendment of the federal Voting Rights Act to add New Hanover 


County.


4.
Create a study commission to examine the broader impact of slavery, Jim Crow, 


and discrimination on the lives of African Americans.
Economic Redevelopment:  Recognizing the long term economic disadvantages created by banishment, loss of civil service positions, and intimidation, funding from all sources will be directed by the Restructuring & Development Authority to improve economic development opportunities.


1.
Support judicial redress to compensate heirs of victims who can prove loss and 


relationship to victims via intestacy statutes.



2.
Provide incentives for business development of areas impacted by the 



Wilmington Race Riot of 1898 (e.g., establish enterprise zone; create small 


business incubator with tax incentives to attract minority-owned businesses).



3.
Increase minority home ownership in impacted areas (e.g., use eminent domain 


to acquire vacant commercial properties in Brooklyn and Southside; sell 



properties to low income residents of those sections with guaranteed mortgages).

Education:  Educational information about the events of 1898 will be made available to all ages and regions using print, audio-visual media, and the worldwide web.


1.
Maintain and update the final report of the Wilmington Race Riot Commission 


with the North Carolina Office of Archives and History; distribute the published 


report to appropriate local, state, and national repositories and to individuals 


who contributed toward the research and development of a more complete 



record.


2.
Incorporate the 1898 events into Department of Public Instruction curriculum 


learning expectations; develop appropriate grade-level curriculum materials; and 


provide teacher workshops for effectively integrating the materials into 



instruction.



3.
Newspapers (News and Observer, Charlotte Observer, Wilmington Star, 



Washington Post, etc.) should acknowledge the role of media in the events of 


1898 and work with the North Carolina black press association to prepare a 


summary of the Commission report for distribution statewide.  The Commission 


calls upon said papers to study the effects of 1898 and impact of Jim Crow on 


the state’s black press and to endow scholarships at the state’s public 



universities.  



4.
Fund development for a documentary to be aired nationally, regionally, and 


locally.  The documentary should be suitable for inclusion in school curriculum 


materials.



5.
Increase support for tutoring and mentoring programs in New Hanover County, 


targeting at-risk youth.

Commemoration:  Recognition of the documented events of 1898 will be conspicuously displayed and made available in prominent public locations.


1.
Fund establishment of an 1898 exhibit at the Cape Fear Museum and creation of 


a traveling exhibit designed by the Museum for use statewide.



2.
Provide additional funding for New Hanover County Public Library to make 


resources available relative to 1898 and its impact.



3.
Erect plaques, markers and/or monuments to identify key participants and 



locations of 1898 events statewide and in Wilmington.

The members of the Commission and the staff of Archives and History stand ready to assist

the General Assembly in implementing these recommendations.

