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This United States of America is a nation created by migrants to this continent, the first waves 
being people of Northern European ancestry who took over inhabited lands and displaced the 
indigenous population, and then proceeded to build an economy based on unpaid labor, the labor 
of people captured and transported from Africa, enslaved over generations to create wealth for 
their owners.   

As Rutgers history professor James Goodman has written, “American slavery [was an atrocity], 
one of the unforgivable crimes against humanity [committed by] the people who settled the land 
that became our nation. It was a crime that took myriad strands of Black and White abolitionism, 
decades of sectional crisis and a great civil war to destroy. It was a crime that contributed, over 
time, to other crimes and forms of injustice – racism, race prejudice, lynching, exclusion, 
segregation, discrimination and too many forms of inequality to name.” 

Racism and race prejudice in the United States did not come about by accident.  From the earliest 
days on this continent, white slaveowners intentionally created a mythology about White 
supremacy and Black inferiority that was reinforced by every institution, from science to 
religion, from spurious but widely accepted “data” about comparative brain size and function, to 
biased interpretations of scripture that supported the institution of slavery as part of God’s design 
for humanity.  Thus racism became deeply rooted in cultural beliefs and practices, initially to 
support the system of slavery that made vast plantations profitable for the white owners, and later 
to keep in place enduring systems of privilege for those identified as “white” in this country.   

The Civil War in the United States was a battle primarily over the system of human slavery, a 
system that officially ended with the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, the North’s victory in 
the Civil War, and the passage of the 13th Amendment to the US Constitution in 1865.  That was 
followed by a 12-year period called “Reconstruction,” in which Southern states were under 
military control, with Federal troops assuring that emancipation and equality were enforced by 
state and local authorities.  As explained in an article from the Library of Congress, following 
those brief years of Reconstruction, “Federal troops left the region in 1877, and with them went 
much of the North's interest in the well-being of the freed slaves. Many of the victories of the 
postwar years were quickly withdrawn, and many of the worst aspects of the slave system 
returned to the former Confederacy. Former Confederates soon returned to power and enacted 
grandfather clauses and other statutes that rescinded African American voting rights, along with 
many others.” 

Following Reconstruction, this country entered an era known as “Jim Crow” – a term that 
originated in the entertainment industry – in which the dominant mythology continued to support 
Black inequality to the benefit of White people, with racially based injustices embedded in law 
and enforcement, into employment, housing, education – permeating every structure and belief 
system to keep the systems of inequality and privilege firmly in place. 

But wait, we are talking about the South, what does that have to do with New Jersey?  We are 
not Southern! As Rohn, Lucie and Amélie will explore, New Jersey had a significant 
slaveholding population, and racism was deeply rooted in the DNA of this state by multiple 
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intersecting institutions, creating oppressive effects that persist to this day.  That is why we are 
working in this state to pass legislation to study reparations for slavery, and working to undo 
systems of oppression in our own consciousness and in the structures of society.  

To learn more about how this DNA was formed and perpetuated here., we begin with Amélie 
Harris-McGeehan, looking at how entertainment created a cultural environment in which that 
DNA of racism took shape and embedded itself in the American psyche.   

The American Minstrelsy 
Amélie Harris-McGeehan 

 
In 1827, Thomas Dartmouth Rice from Manhattan, became a traveling actor, appearing on 
theater stages in New York, the coastal South and along the Ohio River valley. Thomas Rice had 
supposedly either observed a slave singing with the words “My name is Jim Crow” or saw an old 
black slave walking with difficulty, or maybe it was a ragged black stable boy that he saw…  The 
actual origin of the Jim Crow character has been lost to legend.  
 
In any case, records show that Thomas Rice appeared on stage in 1828, as “Jim Crow,” an 
exaggerated black character.  He covered his face with blackface makeup, darkened his skin with 
burnt cork, and transformed himself into a plantation worker.  His presentations of Jim Crow 
song and dance routines were such a success, they had him traveling to Louisville, Cincinnati, 
Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, and then to New York in 1832, as well as to London and Dublin. White 
audiences were receptive to his portrayals of African Americans as singing, dancing, grinning 
fools.  Rice developed other characters for these minstrel shows, such as Jim Dandy and Zip 
Coon, and others.  To label these as caricatures would be charitable. 
 
Thomas Dartmouth Rice is considered the “father of American Minstrelsy.”  He was the most 
popular white comic performing in blackface at that time.. and as a result, “Jim Crow” became a 
common stage persona for white comedians in blackface , portraying African Americans. 
As minstrel shows became more popular, many others participated in these acts.  It was the 
bedrock of entertainment before vaudeville, and set the stage for musical theater. 
 
In the summer of 1899, partners John Murphy and Alf Gibson with the Philadelphia based 
Dumont’s Minstrels brought the minstrel shows to the Steel Pier in Atlantic City. The Steel Pier 
became a very popular place for entertainment that attracted large audiences. Minstrel shows 
continued into the post-Civil War Reconstruction period, when Jim Crow segregation ruled the 
south.  Jim Crow laws were being used to marginalize African Americans, denying them the 
right to vote, hold jobs, get an education, and many other opportunities.   
 
Many songs that are familiar to us have their roots in blackface minstrelsy, or are associated with 
that tradition, songs such as The Boatman’s Dance, Camptown Races, Carry Me Back To Old 
Virginny (Virginia’s state song from 1940 to 1997), Dixie, Oh! Susanna, Shoo Fly Don’t Bother 
Me, Turkey in the Straw… and many more. 
 
On the 18th of February, in 1915, our 28th President, Woodrow Wilson, watched the three hour 
film, “The Birth of a Nation” (aka “The Clansman”) at the White House.  This film glorified the 
Ku Klux Klan, and portrayed African Americans in a distorted manner.  The film (directed by 
D.W. Griffith) was based on the book, The Clansman, a novel written by President Wilson’s 
good friend Thomas Dixon. The film depicts black people as dominating southern whites, and 
sexually forcing themselves upon white women.  The Klan was seen as the South’s savior from 
this alleged tyranny. The unvarnished truth is that whites dominated blacks, and assaulted black 
women.   
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Ida B. Wells, a Black Republican journalist and a co-founder of the NAACP, fought against 
Wilson’s policy, and tried unsuccessfully to get this film banned.  The Ku Klux Klan used the 
film successfully to launch their recruiting campaign, that revived the Klan’s membership to the 
millions! As White Americans accepted these false stereotypes about African Americans, it 
became easier to deny them their full rights to citizenship. 
 
In closing, a quote by one of the nation’s most prominent scholars, Eddie Glaude, Jr.: “We must 
finally leave behind this idea that this country belongs to some people because the color of their 
skin matters more than others.  We have to tell ourselves a different story about who we are and 
what we have done.  We have to allow every human being to dream their dreams, no matter the 
color of their skin, no matter their zip code, no matter who they love, no matter their ability. We 
need to lift up this idea.”  
 

Margret 

Thank you, Amelie.  The influence of entertainment on the culture of racism in this nation has 
done incalculable harm to the fabric of a just society.  Lucie Lenore now offers a poem that 
eloquently expresses the deep pain of oppression that has persisted over so many centuries. 

The Caged Bird by Maya Angelou 
Lucie Lenore 

A free bird leaps 
on the back of the wind    
and floats downstream    
till the current ends 
and dips his wing 
in the orange sun rays 
and dares to claim the sky. 
 
But a bird that stalks 
down his narrow cage 
can seldom see through 
his bars of rage 
his wings are clipped and    
his feet are tied 
so he opens his throat to sing. 
 
The caged bird sings    
with a fearful trill    
of things unknown    
but longed for still    
and his tune is heard    
on the distant hill    
for the caged bird    
sings of freedom. 
 
The free bird thinks of another breeze 
and the trade winds soft through the sighing trees 
and the fat worms waiting on a dawn bright lawn 
and he names the sky his own. 
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But a caged bird stands on the grave of dreams    
his shadow shouts on a nightmare scream    
his wings are clipped and his feet are tied    
so he opens his throat to sing. 
 
The caged bird sings    
with a fearful trill    
of things unknown    
but longed for still    
and his tune is heard    
on the distant hill    
for the caged bird    
sings of freedom. 

Margret 

Thank you, Lucie.  And now, Rohn Hein takes us on a deeper exploration of the intersection of 
law and culture that created and sustained the DNA of racism in this state. 

Observations on New Jersey Post-Civil War Jim Crow 
Rohn Hein 

As reviewed by the Harvard Book Store, Resmaa Menakem examines in his groundbreaking 
book, My Grandmother’s Hands, the damage caused by racism in America from the perspective 
of trauma and body-centered psychology.  Menakem argues this destruction will continue until 
Americans learn to heal the generational anguish of white supremacy, which is deeply embedded 
in all our bodies. Our collective agony doesn't just affect African Americans. White Americans 
suffer their own secondary trauma as well. So do blue Americans—our police. 

Graham Hodges in his book Black New Jersey points out that the social and political atmosphere 
in New Jersey after the Civil War was fertile ground for the continued development of prejudice 
toward freed slaves.   

Immediately following the war, New Jersey held the largest percentage of blacks among all the 
Northern States. During and after the war, the New Jersey economy was strong and its white 
citizens openly expressed support for the South. With a proximity to New York that had deep 
and profitable ties with slavery, New Jersey elected political leaders who reflected these beliefs. 
In 1863, Governor Joel Parker gave his opinion that the Emancipation Proclamation was 
unconstitutional and engaged many legislators to offer resolutions supporting that view. 

Let’s look at some of New Jersey history following the Civil War. Even though a Republican 
New Jersey legislature voted to adopt the 14th Amendment to the US Constitution that granted 
citizenship to formerly owned slaves, a new Democratically elected legislature voted to rescind 
that vote.  Governor Parker stated that if blacks could vote, “mongrel governments” would be 
established. Then in 1869, when the 15th Amendment guaranteeing the right to vote was 
presented to the New Jersey Legislature, a majority Democratic legislature voted it down only to 
see two years later a Republican-controlled Legislature voted to affirm. 

As Hodges states, “in sum, the Democrats remained hostile to black interests while Republicans 
avoided full support for black needs, a pattern that would continue into the 20th Century.” I 
might add that pattern exists today. 
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Although the New Jersey Legislature passed tough anti-segregation laws in 1871 that used strong 
words, it lacked the needed power of enforcement. Localities routinely ignored the sweeping 
laws and over the next decades this resulted in the most segregated schools in the country which 
continues to this date. 

In 1886, the only documented lynching of a black person in this state took place in Eatontown, a 
shore community in Monmouth County. Jailed and falsely accused of raping a white woman, 
Samuel Johnson was taken by a mob of white citizens from jail, beaten and then hung to death. 
No one was ever held, charged, or tried for his death. 

Hodges writes that, “only 6 of 22 statewide labor organizations were open to blacks at the turn of 
the 20th century. Blacks recognized that segregation at work impoverished all and sought 
different ways to combat the ferociousness of Jim Crow.”  With the increased black migration 
from the south, white workers felt economically threatened and employers utilized blacks as 
strike breakers that caused scars on all sides. 

When Virginia-born and educated Woodrow Wilson became President of Princeton University, 
he fired all the school’s black dining hall service employees and replaced them with Greek 
immigrants. This foreshadowed his actions as President of the United States when he gave 
Federal approval to Jim Crow behavior in the states. Jim Crow had certainly existed before, but 
now blacks lost any influence in the executive branch, upon which they had relied for support 
and work. Should it have been any surprise that he was given a private screening in the White 
House of “The Birth of A Nation” a historical movie that glorified the Ku Klux Klan? 

Nor should it be a surprise that the Ku Klux Klan found acceptance in New Jersey with over 
20,000 white citizens who, although they caused no overt violent acts, held cross burnings and 
intimidated people of color, predominately in Ocean and Monmouth counties. The remnants of 
that hate did not just shrivel up and disappear, but became the traditional lore of families and 
communities  

And then there were the summer resorts of Cape May, Atlantic City and Asbury Park that turned 
into battlefields of oppression where white residents and vacationers pressured resorts and 
boardwalks to restrict or bar black people. Separate beaches and restrictive use of the boardwalks 
continued right up to the mid-fifties. 

These were only some of the conditions and events that took place here in New Jersey from the 
Civil War until the beginning of the civil rights movement. Jim Crow may have been more 
prevalent in the southern States, but New Jersey did not escape the insidiousness of its prejudice. 
Likewise, the effect of that sickness remains an unspoken and under-evaluated symptom of the 
institutional racism that permeates our society today. 

Let us resolve to be a beacon to shine a light on this cancer and to help our communities heal. 

Margret 

May we be a beacon indeed!  Thank you, Rohn.  Returning to the words of historian James 
Goodman, the legacy of slavery has been perpetuated in “crimes and forms of injustice – racism, 
race prejudice, lynching, exclusion, segregation, discrimination and too many forms of inequality 
to name … and many of those crimes and forms of injustice and inequality are still with us, and 
only we, together, all of us, can do anything about them.” 
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Coming up at 7 pm on the evening of February 2, the UUCCH Reparations Task Force will offer 
a forum on Zoom exploring the DNA of Racism in New Jersey, with expert panelists and an 
opportunity for questions and discussion.  Please watch Newsgram and Facebook for details and 
the registration link, and please know you are welcome and encouraged to extend the invitation 
to others who share our commitments to undo systems of racism and oppression in ourselves and 
our society.   

Racism has a long history and heavy weight in our society, and we join the struggle as allies and 
warriors for the cause, confident that in the end, love and justice will prevail and we will 
overcome some day.   
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