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ABSTRACT
WESTERN RESISTANCE: LINCOLN AND ELEANOR RAGSDALE AND THE
TRANSFORMATION OF THE BLACK FREEDOM STRUGGLE IN THE
AMERICAN WEST
By

Matthew Corey Whitaker

Historian Richard White posits that “without the special experiences of its
minorities, the [American] West might as well be New Jersey with Mountains and
deserts.” Contrary to Walter Prescott Webb’s 1957 proclamation that the American West
is defined, in part, by the absence of “Negroes,” African Americans have been, despite
their relatively small numbers, key players in creating a mare socially, economically, and
politically equal American West. “Western Resistance” examines the special experiences
of African Americans, one of the West’s most understudied peoples. It does so by
assessing the history of Lincoln and Eleanor Ragsdale, one of the most influential black
families of the post World War II American West, and their role in the Civil Rights
Movement in Phoenix, Arizona. Indeed, between 1946 and 1998, the Ragsdales
represented the vanguard of black professionalism, activism, and entrepreneurship.

This study’s primary thesis holds that between 1940 and 1998, the Ragsdales
played a critical role in the advancement of the black freedom struggle at the local and
national levels. Like their counterparts in the North, South, and other parts of the
American West, black Phoenicians, lead by outspoken leaders such as Dr. Lincoln Johnson
Ragsdale, Sr., organized and collectively waged a systematic assault on discrimination and
racism in “The Valley of the Sun.” Unlike the African Americans in the South and East,

black Phoenicians never received sustained support from national leaders such as Roy



Wilkins, Ella Baker, Martin Luther King, Jr., or Malcolm X. They relied upon local
leaders like the Ragsdales, and their own ability to contest white supremacy, and negotiate
economic, legal, and political reform.

While it emphasizes the local leadership of one of the nation’s most active and
prosperous black families, this study also underscores the critical role of Western racial
etiquette, black institutions, grassroots community organizations, and interracial alliances.
Its primary objective is to offer a new model of civil rights activism that stresses the
interconnectedness of professional and grassroots leadership, and the importance of
region, race, class, and gender. This model will enable scholars of African American,
Comparative Black, United States, and civil rights history, the opportunity to better
comprehend the dynamics of insurgency at multiple levels in various regions. This study is
built upon federal and state documents, private archives, organizational records, oral
interviews, and relevant secondary sources. It is the first scholarly study to provide a
sustained analysis of black resistance to white supremacy in the American Southwest,

home of the fifth largest and one of the most urbanized cities in the United States.!

! Richard White, “Race Relations in the American West,” American Quarterly
38:3 (Winter, 1986); Walter Prescott Webb, “The American West: Perpetual Mirage,”
Harper'’s Magazine (May, 1957): 30, See Bradford Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix:
A Profile of Mexican American, Chinese American, and African American Communities,
1860-1992 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1994); Richard E. Harris, The First 100
Years: A History of Arizona’s Blacks (Apache Junction: Relmo, Press, 1983); United
States Census of Population, 2000, General Characteristics by States (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1940-1990). Also see Bradford Luckingham, Phoenix: The
History of a Southwestern Metropolis Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1989;
Bradford Luckingham, The Urban Southwest: A Profile History of Albuquerque, El Paso,
Phoenix, and Tucson. (El Paso: Texas Western University Press, 1982).
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INTRODUCTION: AFRICAN AMERICANS, RACIAL INEQUALITY, AND
PROTEST IN “THE VALLEY OF THE SUN”: PRELUDE TO THE FUTURE'"

In Arizona the names Lincoln and Eleanor Ragsdale are legendary. Man and wife,
activists and entrepreneurs, the Ragsdales fought for civil rights in their community, state,
and nation for more than fifty years. Between 1940 and 1998, the Ragsdales were
instrumental in generating progressive social, political, and economic reform. This study
is an analysis of the Ragsdale’s family history, and how their familial traditions of
entrepreneurship, professionalism, activism, and “race work,” helped desegregate Phoenix,
Arizona, ushering in better opportunities for African Americans. It examines the
intersection and impact of domination, resistance, and cooperation in Phoenix, and
throughout American society; emphasizing the importance of race, class, and gender.
“Western Resistance” analyzes the European American social, economic, and political
order in Phoenix, which systematically empowered and valued “whiteness” while
devaluing and subjugating non-European Americans.

More importantly, this study demonstrates how one of the most successful black
families in American history used education, entrepreneurship, political activism, and a
philosophy of nonviolent protest, to dismantle an apartheid like system in the largest and

most urbanized city in the American Southwest. The purpose of this work is also to

! The intent of the introduction to this study is not simply to present this work’s
thesis, areas of emphasis, and theoretical framework while placing the entire study in a
larger body of literature. Its purpose is to also provide the historical context for the
history that follows. I have, therefore, devoted a portion of this introduction to the
development of Phoenix, its race relations, and the construction of the city’s social space
prior to the arrival of the Ragsdales. Likewise, the first chapter of this dissertation
discusses the history of the Ragsdale and Dickey families and their influence on the social,
economic, and political philosophies of Lincoln and Eleanor Ragsdale.
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present an unwritten chapter in the history of American race relations, the civil rights
movement, and American professionalism. The legacy of Lincoln and Eleanor Ragsdale
stands at the center of this history. Thus, this work focuses on “making history and
biography reinforce each other,” as the lives of the Ragsdale’s are powerful metaphors for
American history during the post World War II era.’

Local black institutions, grassroots community organizations, and interracial
alliances were key to all systematic efforts to desegregate Phoenix. It was the leadership
of the Ragsdales and several of their fellow activists, that also contributed to the
advancement of the national civil rights movement. African Americans during these
tumultuous years organized to confront virtually all aspects of segregation. When they did
not occupy leadership positions, the Ragsdales also worked diligently behind the scenes to
desegregate the Phoenix Public School system, places of public accommodation, and a
surfeit of private employers. Black Phoenicians never received ongoing support and
attention from the leaders of the national movement. They were left largely to their own
devices to battle racism and white supremacy. African American struggles to acquire
freedom and equality benefitted greatly from the courage, audacity, and creativity of local

leaders like the Ragsdales. Endowed with these character traits, in addition to ambition

? Universal Memorial Center, Inc. A Celebration and Worship Service Honoring
the Life of Dr. Lincoln Johnson Ragsdale, Sr. (Phoenix: Universal Memorial Center,
1995), 3. My approach to this study is influenced by theoretical frameworks put forth in
the following works: Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years,
1954-1963 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1989), xii, and Pillar of Fire: America in the
King Years, 1963-1965 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1997), xiv ; Albert S. Broussard,
African-American Odyssey: The Stewarts, 1853-1963 (Lawrence: University of Kansas
Press, 1998), 1; David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois: Biography of a Race,
1868-1919 (New York: Henry Holt & Company, 1993), 4-10; David Levering Lewis,
W.E.B. Du Bois: The Fight for Equality and the American Century, 1919-1963, Vol. 2
(New York: Henry Holt & Company, 2000), 1.
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and a keen intellect, Lincoln Ragsdale redefined black leadership and respectability in
Phoenix. His ability to combat white supremacy, and negotiate economic, legal, and
political reform, was unprecedented in Phoenix.

Prominent Phoenician attorney and fellow activist Herbert Ely, argues that one
“cannot emphasize enough” the importance of Lincoln Ragsdale. As an intelligent, well
spoken black crusader for equal rights, “Lincoln did things that had never been done” in
Phoenix,” he maintains. “Lincoln was fearless.” “He always had a demeanor about him
and a stature about him, and he made people understand that he was a business man. He
wanted them to understand that he could compete with them at their level, and he was
absolutely successful in that.” Reverend George B. Brooks, Ragsdale’s friend and fellow
leader in the Phoenician movement, declared that all races, ethnicities, and religions in
Phoenix, “owe Lincoln Ragsdale a debt of gratitude that they do not have enough time to
pay.” Brooks argues that Lincoln, with the help of Eleanor, “made Phoenix and all
American cities [more] inclusive cities.” “Without him,” he asserts, “Phoenix would still

be on its way.™

3Lori K. Baker, “The Man Who Refused to Be Invisible,” Phoenix Magazine 28
No. 1 (January 1993), 97-99. For the purpose of this study, I define racism as the
ordered socio-economic exploitation of racial minorities, and the political and cultural
preeminence of capital’s interests over said minorities. Furthermore, I define white
supremacy as the preservation of economic, political, and social privilege and power for
Whites, in an effort to systematically exclude non-Whites from equal access to the
production and distribution of resources, and political power.

4 Herbert L. Ely, interview conducted by Matthew C. Whitaker, July 17, 2000,
Rev. George B. Brooks, interview conducted by NewsChannel3, KTVK., February 16,
1995. In “A Tribute to Lincoln Ragsdale,” (Phoenix: KTVK NewsChannel3, February
16, 1995).



The Ragsdale’s history, their personal achievements, and the social, political, and
economic advances they helped bring to all Phoenicians rival most stories of professional
activism in post World War II America. This study, however, is not a hagiography. It
does not present an uncritical analysis of the Ragsdales, their legacy, and the civil rights
movement. The dearth of extant sources such as diaries and journals make some analyses
about the inner lives and thoughts of the Ragsdales, their supporters, and detractors
difficult. Whenever possible, however, this study illuminates the tensions that emerged as
a byproduct of the African American community’s needs and expectations, vis-a-vis the
Ragsdale’s status as financially successful, elite black leaders.

It must be noted that black Phoenicians have never been the majority “minority” in
the Greater Phoenix area. Although the city had few “original -entry ethnic enclaves,”
Mexican Americans were perhaps the only minority group which had been present in
substantive numbers from the city’s birth. Their numbers would grow, and they would
quickly become the largest minority group in Phoenix. As early as World War II, the
number of Mexican Americans and Chicanos have greatly exceeded the number of black
people in the city. Like African Americans, Mexican Americans and Chicanos have
struggled against white supremacy. Seldom, however, have these groups formed multi-
racial coalitions which stood in opposition to racial oppression. Ironically, multi-racial
coalition building in Phoenix was practiced primary by black people and progressive
whites. This work offers a critical analysis, therefore, of the relationship between black
people and Mexican Americans and Chicanos, and African Americans and white
Americans, in the struggle for racial equality. Lincoln and Eleanor Ragsdale, particularly

in the final years of their lives, championed greater interaction among Chicanos and



African Americans. He was a member of a relatively small group of local leaders with his
visibility who chose to do so.

Like many local leaders who greatly influenced the course of the African American
freedom struggle, however, the Ragsdale’s history has been overshadowed by the more
noted legacies of post War leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X (El
Hajj Malik El Shabazz). Moreover, the study of the history of African Americans in the
post World War II American West has gamered little attention. The absence of a
substantial body of literature has left a scholarly vacuum in the field of black Western
history. This has played a key role in cloaking the history of highly influential local leaders
such as the Ragsdales.

The American West has long been narrowly labeled as a region with few if any
African Americans, and virtually no black history. This obscures the diverse nature of the
Western United States. Until the 1960s, academic and popular views of the American
West were dominated by the work of historian Frederick Jackson Turner. He posited that

rugged Anglo American pioneers, fighting to subdue an ever expanding Western frontier,

5 Wesley Johnson, Jr., “Directing Elites: Catalysts for Social Change,” In Wesley
Johnson, Jr. (ed.). Phoenix in the Twentieth Century: Essays in Community History
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993),31. I have chosen to use the terms
Mexican American and Chicano in this study. The term Mexican American will be used
when referring to persons of Mexican descent in the United States prior to 1960. The
term Chicano will be used when referencing people of Mexican descent after 1960. By the
1960s and 1970s Mexican American activists engaged in massive resistance to socio-
economic subjugation, and waged a heated struggle for equal rights. This effort gave rise
to myriad Mexican American civil and human rights organizations and labor unions. The
movement escalated and eventually erupted into a national crusade for first class
citizenship and cultural renewal. It was during this cultural renaissance that many
Mexican Americans adopted the name Chicanos, a name that had been used for some time
to ridicule them. They gave new meaning to the label, employed it as a call to arms, and
ascribed to its use an oppositional consciousness, affirmation, and dignity.



ushered in the taming of the wildemness, civilization, and a process of self-redefinition.
The “Tuner Thesis” argued that this process produced what we now consider to be
“Americans;” an egalitarian people who champion democratic values that continue to
shape the United States of America. Historian Allan G. Bogue argues that this thesis
embraced stereotypes already rooted in American popular culture: pious pioneers, tough
outlaws, barbaric Indians, chivalrous white men, and virtuous white women. Historian
Quintard Taylor, Jr. maintains that it was eventually reinforced by western paintings,
novels, and, most important, movies and television programs, which cemented into
American consciousness, as no historical work could, the image of white settler’s as
‘conquerors” who superimposed their will on a vast, virtually uninhabited virgin land.” In
this interpretation, “African Americans were not considered an indigenous group, and they
were not conquerors.” Black people, therefore, “had no place in the region’s historical
saga’®

Seeking to fill this lacuna, scholars such as Albert S. Broussard, Douglass Henry
Daniels, William Loren Katz, Shirley A. Moore, Gretchen Lemke Santangelo, and
Quintard Taylor, Jr., six leading authorities on African American Western history, have
opened new doors leading to the development of a more inclusive and sophisticated
American history. They have done so by examining the special experiences of arguably

one of the American West’s most marginalized minorities. Contrary to a once widely held

¢ Frederick Jackson Tumner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American
History,” American Historical Association, Annual Report for the Year 1893
(Washington, 1894), 3; See Allan G. Bogue, Frederick Jackson Turner: Strange Roads
Going Down (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998); Quintard Taylor, Jr. In
Search of a Racial Frontier: African Americans in the American West, 1540-1990 (New
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1998), 19.
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belief that the American West is defined by it being devoid of, among other things,
“Negroes,” African Americans have always been despite their relatively small numbers,
vital contributors to the realization of a more socially, politically, and economically equal
urban West.

The concept of the European American frontier is problematic, and has its roots in
a vast body of historical literature. This literature, by accident and design, has
misrepresented and ignored the experiences and contributions of African Americans to the
development of this vast region (The area of the United States of America west of the 98"
Meridian). African American Western history is rich and complex. Beginning in 1528
with the arrival of the Moroccan Esteban de Dorantes in Texas, the first of many Spanish-
speaking blacks, African Americans were populating the region. By 1880 the earliest of
English-speaking blacks had moved West as slaves, free farmers, fur trappers, or servants,
creating the nucleus of post-Civil War communities. Thousands of African Americans
later migrated to the high plains, while others like the legendary Nat Love, drove cattle up
the Chisholm trail, or served on remote army outposts. By the 1900s black Westerners
had been a part of the region for nearly four hundred years.

Above all, the history of African Americans in the West is a story of urban life and
“the struggle for racial equality,” for black Americans in the West have lived primarily in
cities which discriminated, subjugated and sometimes terrorized them. Reflecting this fact,
it is important to give substantive attention to the twentieth century black West. Indeed,
World War I and II, as well as the industries which arose to support them, greatly
improved the prospect of good jobs and a freer life for African Americans in the West.

Black populations in the Western United States increased tenfold as a result of this wave



of migration. This migration brought highly influential leaders such as Dr. Lincoln
Johnson Ragsdale, Sr. and his wife Eleanor Dickey Ragsdale to Western cities like
Phoenix, Arizona. This influx of professional black people helped intensify the region’s
civil rights movement. This heightened agitation eventually paved the way for black
success in today’s Western politics and surging interest in multiculturalism.”

African American progress in the West has always been achieved amidst
omnipresent racial discrimination and systematic oppression. Black women have born a
triple burden of racial, sexual, and economic exploitation. A combination of Euro-
American “Social Darwinism,” Protestant ethics, exploitation, and frontier conditions, in
conflict with the ever increasing numbers of “free” blacks, Asians, and Hispanics who
were looked upon as being “un-American,” produced a region ripe for disharmony and

racial discord. The American South, North, and East had no monopoly on terrorism, mob

7 Walter Prescott Webb, “The American West: Perpetual Mirage,” 30, Taylor, In
Search of the Racial Frontier, 27, Darlene Clark Hine, William C. Hine, and Stanley
Harrold, The African American Odyssey, Combined Volume (New York: Prentice Hall,
2000), 518; David J. Weber, “The Spanish-Mexican Rim,” in 7he Oxford Dictionary of
the American West, Clyde A. Milner, II, Carol A. O’Connor, and Martha A. Sandweiss
(eds.). (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 48; For a recitation of the exploits of
Nat Love see Nat Love, The Life and Adventures of Nat Love (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1995). For some of the most current scholarship regarding African
American Western history see: Albert S. Broussard, African-American Odyssey: The
Stewarts, 1853-1963 (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1998) and Black San
Francisco: The Struggle for Racial Equality, 1900-1954 (Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas, 1993); Douglas Henry Daniels, Sucheng Chan, Mario T. Garcia and Terry P.
Wilson (eds.). Peoples of Color in the American West (Lexington: D. C. Heath and
Company, 1994);William Loren Katz, The Black West: A Documentary and Pictorial
History of the African American Role in the Westward Expansion of the United States
(New York: Touchtone, 1987); Gretchen Lemke-Santangelo, Abiding Courage: African
American Migrant Women and the East Bay Community (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1996); Taylor, In Search of a Racial Frontier: African Americans in the
American West, 1540-1990 (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1998) and 7he
Forging of a Black Community: Seattle's Central District from 1870 Through the Civil
Rights Era (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1994).
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violence, private and public segregation, or racialized and gendered economic inequality.
Though the racial etiquette in the West was generally less rigid, most white Westerners
systematically denied blacks equal access to employment, educational, health care, and
housing opportunities. Despite adversities, African Americans as they have often done,
resisted subjugation and shaped their designs on independence into individual action and
an organized movement to find their “promised land.” ®

Leading the way in African American efforts to secure their rights in Arizona was
Lincoln Ragsdale, Sr. and Eleanor Ragsdale. Born and raised in Ardmore, Oklahoma,
Lincoln Ragsdale lived his formative years in the West among a large extended family who
owned and operated several mortuaries throughout Oklahoma. He received his primary
and secondary education in Ardmore and graduated from high school in 1944. After
completing high school, Lincoln entered the military, joining the more than three million
African Americans registered for service, and the one million who would serve in the
armed forces. Lincoln entered the Air Force and was stationed at the legendary Tuskegee

Flying School in Alabama. Tuskegee Flying School was a segregated institution organized

* The phrase “struggle for racial equality” is borrowed from Albert S. Broussard,
Black San Francisco: The Struggle for Racial Equality, 1900-1954. (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 1993); Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 21, Lawrence
B. De Graaf, “Significant Steps on an Arduous Path: The Impact of World War II on
Discrimination against African Americans in the West,” Journal of the West Vol. 35, No.
1 (January 1996), 1; Bradford Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix: A Profile of Mexican
American, Chinese American, and African American Communities, 1860-1992 (Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 1994 ), 157-171; Hine, Hine, and Harrold, The African
American Odyssey, 471-495; John Hope Franklin and Alfred A, Moss, From Slavery to
Freedom: A History of African Americans. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 438,
Universal Memorial Center, A Celebration, Lincoln Ragsdale, 3. Luckingham’s study is
the only published monograph which deals exclusively with Phoenix’s three largest
minority groups. It is primarily an introduction to the subject which opens the door
leading to more in-depth study and analysis.



to prepare what would be upwards of one thousand black pilots for missions overseas,
primarily in the European theater. Lincoln graduated from the prestigious flying school in
1945. He then relocated to Luke Air Force Base in Litchfield Park, Arizona, becoming
the first African American pilot to serve at the installation.’

Eleanor Ragsdale was born in Collingdale, Delaware. She spent her entire
childhood, adolescent, and young adult years on the Eastern coast of the United States
among a closely knit family. She completed grade school in Collingdale, but finished high
school in Darby, Pennsylvania, after her family relocated to the Philadelphia suburb. After
graduating from high school in 1943, Eleanor enrolled in the historically black college,
Cheyney University of Pennsylvania. Many Northern religious institutions founded myriad
universities, colleges, academies, and institutes throughout the South and in several border
states during the nineteenth century. These institutions primarily offered programs in
elementary and secondary education. Their primary goal was to prepare African American
students to become teachers in their local communities. Eleanor graduated from Cheyney
University in 1947. That same year she migrated to Phoenix, Arizona to pursue a career
in elementary education."

After relocating to Phoenix, Lincoln enhanced his education and continued in the

family tradition by completing a degree in Mortuary Science. He earned a Bachelor of

% Universal Memorial Center, A Celebration, Lincoln Ragsdale, 3; Lincoln
Ragsdale interview conducted by Mary Melcher, April 8, 1990; Franklin and Moss, From
Slavery to Freedom, p 438; Hine, Hine, and Harrold, The African American Odyssey,
479-482. '

12 Universal Memorial Center, Inc. A Celebration and Worship Service Honoring
the Life of Mrs. Eleanor Dickey Ragsdale (Phoenix: Universal Memorial Center, 1995),
14. Eleanor Ragsdale, interview conducted by Mary Melcher, Spring, 1990; Hine, Hine,
and Harrold, The African American Odyssey, 268.
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Arts Degree from Arizona State University, and eventually completed doctoral studies in
Business Administration from Union Graduate School in Cincinnati, Ohio. Once in
Phoenix, Eleanor began teaching and became active in various religious and secular
associations. Eleanor and Lincoln met in 1947, and were married in 1949 as Lincoln’s
career as entrepreneur and activist were being launched. After taking-up permanent
residence in Phoenix, it became clear to the Ragsdales immediately that “The Valley of the
Sun” was not a bright place for African Americans."!

Popular opinion has always held that Phoenix has offered newcomers opportunity
to enjoy freedom from racial tensions and antagonisms of more densely populated cities.
Celebrated Western poetry, novels, and films, bare witness to this fact. In 1940, as World
War II escalated, the population of the Phoenix Metropolitan area was 86,638, of whom
4,263 were African American. Phoenix was a relatively small city when the Ragsdales
arrived. Thus, there was a level of logic in the prevailing assumptions that African
Americans would be able to enjoy more mobility and less discrimination in Phoenix.
Generally, however, Phoenix’s race relations mirrored those in most American cities. The
Ragsdales, therefore, if they had entertained any notions of the existence of a more racially
tolerant American West, were compelled to abandon such ideas quickly.

White and black migrants to Phoenix retained brought with them cultural attitudes
about race that they attempted to adapt and negotiate after establishing themselves in the
city. Concepts of race and ethnicity were only modified insofar as they would validate

preconceived notions. Black Phoenicians were viewed as inferior beings by most non-

' Lincoln Ragsdale interview, Mary Melcher, Eleanor Ragsdale interview, Mary
Melcher.
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black Phoenicians. One historian went so far as to say that many Mexican Americans and
Indians, prior to the Chicano and Indian movements of the 1960s and 1970s, viewed
African Americans in Phoenix as a means to obtain acceptance by the dominant white
society. Robert Nimmons argues that “ideally, if a Mexican-American or Indian could
prove himself to be equal, or at least somewhat equal, to the member of the larger society,
than he would be considered socially equal. Therefore, because of this natural ambition to
succeed within the social order, the Mexican and Indian people developed deeply
entrenched hostile feelings toward their Negro neighbors.” Although this claim may be
very exaggerated, the fact remains that black Phoenicians’ dark skin placed them in a
subordinate status lower and unlike any occupied by other racial and ethnic minorities."
Like the majority of whites in American cities , Phoenix’s founders and ruling
white elite supported systematic campaigns to create a flourishing community “run by
Anglos, for Anglos.” Many of the city’s white founders, in fact, had southern roots and
harbored many of the anti-black attitudes that dominated race relations in the
Reconstruction and Jim Crow South. John William “Jack” Swilling, a former Confederate
soldier and deserter, Arizona prospector, farmer, and speculator, has been credited for
surveying and laying the foundation for what is now Phoenix, Arizona. Swilling, perhaps
with the input of one or more of his fellow prospectors, christened the community
Phoenix, after the mythical bird that rose from its own ashes. As Bradford Luckingham

writes, “it seemed an appropriate symbol of life rising anew from the remains of the past,”

12 Robert Nimmons, “Arizona’s Forgotten Past: The Negro in Arizona, 1539-
1965,” (M.S. Thesis, Northern Arizona University, 1971), 92-93; Federal manuscript
census schedule, 1940. Also see Michael J. Kotlanger, Michael, “Phoenix Arizona,
1920-1940,” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Arizona State University, 1983).
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as “it was hoped that the Phoenix community would build upon the ruins of the ancient
Hohokam civilization,” upon whose surviving irrigation system the city’s water networks
were built.

The city was incorporated in 1870. Nestled at the bottom and surrounded by a
series of upper Sonoran Desert mountain ranges, “The Valley,” as it has come to be
called, soon became a Western outpost of white supremacy and racial inequality. The
white male founders of Phoenix quickly imported mechanisms from states such as Texas,
Oklahoma, and Arkansas, which formed the gestalt of a racial caste system, defining race
relations and socio-economic mobility in Phoenix throughout the twentieth century. De

Jacto segregation in the city existed from its birth. African Americans were systematically
locked out of the dominant Euro-American society in Phoenix, as they were segregated
from the European American community in restaurants, theaters, housing, hospitals,
hotels, swimming pools, buses, social clubs, and other places of public accommodation.
Black Phoenicians, in turn, established their own parallel sets of institutions which serviced
the African American community."

De jure segregation was implemented in the Arizona Territory in 1864, when an
anti-miscegenation law prohibiting marriages between “Whites, Negroes, Mulattos, and

Mongolians” was passed. The law was amended in 1877 to include Indians. Children of

13 Jeffrey Cook, “Patterns of Desert Urbanization: The Evolution of Metropolitan
Phoenix,” in Gideon Golaney, (ed.)., Urban Planning for Arid Zones: American
Experiences and Directions (New York: Praeger, 1978), 205-08; Geoffrey Padraic
Mawn, “Phoenix, Arizona: Central City of the Southwest, 1870-1920” (Ph.D.
Dissertation, Arizona State University, 1979), 2-3; Michael H. Bartlett, Thomas M. Kolaz,
and David A. Gregory, Archaeology in the City: A Hohokam Village in Phoenix, Arizona
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1986), 17-34; Bradford Luckingham, Phoenix: 7he
History of a Southwestern Metropolis (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1995), 8, 15.
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such marriages possessed no legal rights of inheritance. De jure segregation was encoded
in law again by the territory’s white supremacist leaders during the first decade of the
twentieth century. On March 17, 1909 the territorial legislature passed a law enabling
Arizona school districts to segregate students of African descent from pupils of European
ancestry. Arizona’s fledgling state constitution of 1912 also designated “interracial”
marriages unlawful. Reflecting local bigotry, chapters of the Ku Klux Klan were
organized around the state in 1917. Furthermore, by 1926 the meticulously constructed
Phoenician residential Palm Croft District, and its European American home owners,
created and maintained restrictive covenants limiting the sale of Palm Croft real estate to
whites only. Lincoln and Eleanor Ragsdale were the first African Americans to integrate
Phoenix’s all-white communities in Northern Phoenix in 1952.

The economic, social, and political isolation black Phoenicians experienced
amplified not only the effects of institutional racism, but the negative effects of the Great
Depression in the 1930s, and demobilization in the 1940s. Being the last to be hired and
the first to be fired effected black Phoenicians in many of the same ways in which it
effected African Americans at large. The majority of black Phoenicians attended separate
and unequal schools, worked in low wage, non-managerial, labor intensive occupations,
lived in geographically segregated, substandard housing, and suffered physically as a result
of there being few health care providers who administered to the black community.

Before the arrival of the Ragsdales and the coalescence of a streamlined,
professional civil rights establishment, systematic resistance to oppression was waged by
prominent individual leaders and progressive community activists. In 1919 Samuel

Bayless and C. Credille formed the Phoenix Advancement League (PAL) to combat racial
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injustice. The Phoenix Protection League (PPL) was founded by James L. Davis, Sidney
Scott, H. D. Simpson, and others in 1931 to fight employment discrimination. The pistons
which drove all organized acts, community building, and resistance were local black
churches and the Arizona Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs who owned and
operated, as early as 1915, many of the halls in the city in which black people could
assemble.'*

World War II ushered in a new chapter in Phoenician history as the number of
professional African Americans in Phoenix increased. Between 1940 and 1960 the
number of black Phoenicians rose from 4,263 to 20,919, while the total number of
Phoenicians approached 450,000. Despite the increase in numbers, the percentage of
African Americans in Phoenix actually decreased from 6.5 percent to 4.8 percent.
Nevertheless, the growing number of blacks in the area, in addition to persistent racial and
gender inequality, gave rise to ideological, political, and sometimes violent confrontations
between black and white Phoenicians seeking equality and opportunity, and white
Phoenicians who fought to maintain their socio-economic domination. Lincoln Ragsdale

participated in, and led a plethora of organizations, protests, and political campaigns to

4" Arizona Territorial Legislature, Comp. Laws, 1865, C. 30; Arizona Territorial
Legislature, Comp. Laws, 1877, C. 30, Sec. 3; Arizona Reports of Cases Argued and
Determined in the Supreme Court of the Territory of Arizona, to April 16, 1893, Vol. V
Arizona Republican, 4, 7, 10, 1912, Mary Melcher, “Blacks and Whites Together:
Interracial Leadership in the Phoenix Civil Rights Movement,” Journal of Arizona History
32 (Summer 1991), 196; Richard E. Harris, The First 100 years: A History of Arizona’s
Blacks (Apache Junction: Relmo Press, 1983), 53-57, Whitaker, “In Search of the Racial
Frontier,” 66, Bradford and Barbara Luckingham, Discovering Greater Phoenix: An
Illustrated History (Carisbad: Heritage Media Corp., 1998), 58.
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make Phoenix a more racially tolerant and inclusive city."®

The campaign for civil rights in Arizona was largely a grassroots movement, but
key battles were won at the ballot box, in court, and in the state legislature. The
Ragsdales worked to support change at each level. In the 1940s Lincoln and Eleanor
Ragsdale became members of the local chapter of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the Phoenix Urban League (PUL). The
Ragsdales were also among the founders of the Greater Phoenix Council for Civic Unity
(GPCCU). Established in the 1940s the GPCCU worked to eliminate “discrimination in
Phoenix and surrounding communities,” and to “cooperate with local, state, and national
groups working toward the same ends.” In 1953 Lincoln and Eleanor, with the NAACP,
GPCCU, and PUL, were instrumental in forcing the desegregation of Phoenix’s public
schools, one year before the landmark Supreme Court Brown v. Topeka Board of
Education decision. Lincoln Ragsdale joined with six other local leaders in 1963 to form
the Phoenix’s Action Citizens Committee (ACT) political campaign. ACT sought the
election of its members to the Phoenix City Council. They erected a platform calling for a
public accommodations bill, open housing, and job opportunities for minorities.'®

Despite limited gains ushered in by the G. I. Bill and other postwar opportunities,

% Federal manuscript census schedule, 1940, 1950, 1960; Arizona Republic,
November 27, 28, 30, 1942, February 26, 1943; Arizona Sun, February 1, 8, 16, 23, 1951,
Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier, 270-271; Luckingham, Minorities in Phoenix,
156-157;, Thomas E. Sheridan, Arizona: A History (Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1995), 273-274; Universal Memorial Center, A Celebration, Lincoln Ragsdale, 4.

' Hayzel Burton Daniels, “A Black Magistrate’s Struggle,” In Anne Hodges
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racial discrimination continued, and incidents of police brutality became more frequent.
Activists continued to combat these inequalities and injustices with nonviolent protest
throughout the 1960s. The majority of organizers in the Phoenician movement were
African American or European American. Despite being the majority minority in Phoenix,
and subject to many of the oppressive offenses of white supremacy, a relatively small
number of Mexican Americans joined forces with black and white activists in the civil
rights movement. The failure of Mexican Americans and African Americans to forge
substantive coalitions during this decisive era of social and political change, profoundly
effected the relationship between these two groups throughout the remainder of the
twentieth century. Seemingly content to fight a war against white supremacy and
inequality on two fronts, both groups sacrificed a measure of their collective social,
political, and economic force at the altar of cultural defensiveness, ideological conflict and
avarice.

It was the organizing efforts and fund raising capabilities of black women which
provided the foundation of the Phoenician movement. As early as 1915 the Arizona
Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs (AFCWC) held meetings and supervised the
activities of many of Arizona’s smaller grassroots organizations. In 1927 the AFCWC
erected the Phyllis Wheatley Community Center on the corner of Fourteenth and Jefferson
Streets. The Phyllis Wheatley Community Center continued to serve in its umbrella
capacity throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s. Until the 1970s, halls owned and
operated by black women’s clubs and organizations were among the few places in “The
Valley” which permitted blacks to convene for social services and political gatherings.

Eleanor Ragsdale, like black women throughout the African diaspora, balanced
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multiple agendas while endeavoring to realize her personal goals and those of her family
and community. Early on she nurtured her own professional career as an educator.
Compelled to choose between her career, and the needs of her husband and the prosperity
of her family’s business, however, she soon elected to give up her career to join Lincoln in
the administration of their enterprises. Eleanor participated side by side with Lincoln in
the movement. She did this while rearing their four children and responding to the unique
concerns of local black women in ways that Lincoln could not, or perhaps would not."’
Women in Phoenix, like women nationwide, formed the foundation of the entire
civil rights movement. Subjected to racism, sexism, and often poverty, black women
fought for racial liberation while displaying a certain level of toleration for the sexism of
black men. This is especially true of the 1960s, which according to Darlene Clark Hine,
was in many ways a “decade of testosterone’; an era marked by the often zealous efforts
of activists and historians to reclaim what they perceived to be usurped black male
masculinity. Operating during this masculinist climate, female activists like Ragsdale, were
nevertheless able to play a leading role in ushering in some social, economic, and political
progress. While activists worked to attain significant strides, and Lincoln Ragsdale
squared off in negotiations with white leaders, advancement during the 1960s was
sluggish. Black people continued to fare far worse than their white counterparts.
President Lyndon B. Johnson’s “Great Society” eradicated some of the lingering legal

barriers facing African Americans. It provided for the creation of many programs which
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assisted black children and young adults seeking a college education, while reaffirming
black citizenship rights and destroying legal barriers to the ballot box. The 1964
Opportunity and Civil Rights Acts, and the 1965 Voting Rights Act are examples of such
measures. The masses of African Americans continued to lag behind, and issues such as
education, economic opportunity and police brutality remained. Although measures like
restrictive covenants were legally eradicated, “red lining” by real estate companies made it
virtually impossible for African Americans to buy homes in areas to their liking. Job
discrimination also prevented them from securing employment, and few educational
opportunities made it difficult for black people to compete for well paying jobs.'®

High unemployment, substandard housing, and poor educational opportunities,
prompted many younger more militant organizers to call for more aggressive protests

seeking an end to gradualism. Peaceful incremental change remained the goal of veteran
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members of the movement like Lincoln and Eleanor Ragsdale. Calls for nonviolence and
patience fell increasingly upon deaf ears by 1970. Organizations such as the Student Non-
Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and
the Black Panther Party (BPP) pushed for an immediate end to police brutality and a
redistribution of local and national resources. This new militancy eventually led to
violence and destruction in Phoenix, as riots erupted in the city’s African American and
Mexican American neighborhoods during the 1960s."*

By 1970, as Lincoln Ragsdale began to relinquished his position as perhaps the
most commanding civil rights activists Phoenix had ever know. More militant leaders
emerged with new perspectives on race and equality. Younger, more militant black
activists began to regard Ragsdale not as a progressive activist with a decidedly radical
disposition, but a member of the establishment. He and Eleanor, at this time, were among
the wealthiest African Americans in the Southwest. They counted among their friends and
associates some of the most influential people in Phoenix and the nation. Lincoln
Ragsdale’s successful business career now garnered his full attention. He came to view
financial independence and economic success as the goal for which African Americans
should strive. By the 1970s and 1980s, he believed that legal reform had done virtually all
it could for African Americans. Lincoln believed that economic inequality was the

principle problem for African Americans as the 1980s drew near.”
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Although Ragsdale’s dedication to the betterment of African Americans never
waned, his “work-within-the-system” approach to black empowerment was viewed with
skepticism by many in the black community. Ragsdale’s apparent traditional integrationist
approach to racial healing conflicted with the neo-separatist ideologies of many young
African Americans. By the 1980s, the Ragsdales, were sometimes looked upon by many
militant activists as wealthy blacks whose economic goals, concerns and responsibilities
operated in conflict with those of poor and working-class blacks. In a period when the
most thunderous voices of racialized reform called for the fundamental restructuring of
America’s capitalist system, Lincoln Ragsdale continued to preach the virtues of the free
market, entrepreneurship, and competition. Many African Americans were closing ranks
while the Ragsdale’s continued to advocate multiculturalism. Had leaders like the
Ragsdales not established a history of winning major concessions, the tensions between
affluent black people and the masses might have exploded into full blown intraracial class
conflict.?!

As acrimonious as the critiques of leaders like Ragsdale may have been at the time,
they did highlight the volatile and vexing question of class and economics in the black
freedom struggle. Ragsdale succeeded in helping to orchestrate the destruction of
segregation in Phoenix and the nation, but failed to foresee the long term implications of
the economic divide between African Americans and European Americans. He, like many
of his generation and social class, did not conceive of the extent to which the
interconnectedness of race, class, and gender would continue to menace black Americans.

Assessing the successes and failures of the civil rights movement, Lincoln Ragsdale at

2! Universal Memorial Center, A Celebration, Lincoln Ragsdale, 4.
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sixty-nine years of age, admitted that his generation of activists underestimated the
importance of economic equality. The battle for financial stability is “where we lost” he
confessed. “It’s about education and money now,” he maintained. “If you don’t get the
two you’re in trouble.”?

By the 1990s, as Lincoln and Eleanor’s lives neared their ends, America hosted the
largest number of middle-class African Americans in its history. During this same period,
however, the United States also had more African Americans living at or below the
poverty line than it had at any time during its tumultuous history. The number of black
elected officials reached unprecedented highs, while hate crimes rose dramatically and a
neo-conservative white backlash enveloped the country. Middle-class and wealthy African
Americans found employment in suburban communities, while the black working class
faced squalid living conditions, myriad health crises, violence, poor schools, and
joblessness in urban areas.”

The Ragsdale’s legacy speaks to a profound dilemma which faced African
Americans during the last decade of the twentieth century. The Ragsdales dedicated most
of their lives to fighting discrimination and inequality. During these years they tallied an
impressive list of victories along the way. These victories ushered in an era of
unparalleled freedom and opportunity for many African American heretofore unattainable

in American history. The Ragsdales were among the first generation of black people to

enjoy this new freedom and opportunity. Even as the Ragsdales and other leaders relished

3 Lincoln Ragsdale, Sr. and Eleanor Dickey Ragsdale, interview conducted by,
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their successes, however, many lamented the fact that the majority of blacks were mired in
poverty. Persistent racial discrimination, joblessness, severely limited educational
opportunities, poor health conditions, unprecedented urban violence, and the hopelessness
associated with them, were all directly related to almost four hundred years of white
supremacy in America.

Lincoln and Eleanor’s choice to focus on financial security rather than political
agitation toward the end of their careers, placed them at odds with the new black
leadership. Without substantive change at the state and federal level, in addition to the
private sector, many African American leaders argued that the masses of black people
would continue to lag behind economically. Black people with resources could not
depend on their wealth to trickle down to impoverished of blacks cornered by lingering
prejudice and poverty. The uneasy alliance between working-class black people and
leaders like the Ragsdales were never more precarious than in the 1980s and 1990s. This
was a tenuous relationship. Individuals often remain loyal to others not only because of
what was done for them in the past, but for what they hope will be done for them in the
future. African Americans cherished and respected the service given to the black freedom
struggle by leaders like the Ragsdales. Many, however, were quick to question the
solidarity of such leaders as they moved up the economic ladder, and away from the black
working class. The socio-economic and physical distance between middle-class and poor
black people, some argued, created an ideological breech within the African American
community, as it did in other communities, including the “white” community. Professional
advancement and racial uplift had previously intersected. Black leaders, many working

class black people believed, could never rise above the condition of the majority of black
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people. By the 1980s, however, many affluent black people chose to sacrifice the bond
between achievement and cultural responsibility at the alter of personal gain and class
solidarity. Many pundits argued that toward the end of their lives, the Ragsdale’s, like
many wealthy African Americans, had undermined the balance between personal
advancement and the well being of the race. Working class and militant black people
accused the Ragsdale’s of being more concerned with their financial status than the
general status of black people. Ultimately, therefore, their “success” has been judged by
the many black people not only by what they did for African American advancement in
during the height of the movement, but also by the degree to which they interacted with
and served the poor and black working classes toward the end of their lives. It seemed as
though many ordinary African Americans were asking leaders like the Ragsdales a simple
question: “What have you done for me lately?”

Despite the disquiet bred by class conflict, changes in ideology and leadership, the
contributions to civil rights by leaders like the Ragsdales are on par with most histories of
black professional activism in American history. Lincoln Ragsdale gave new meaning to
entrepreneurship, and achievement became his trademark through myriad business
endeavors. His influence in the community was reflected in the multitude of board and
membership rosters that included his name throughout his life. Ragsdale’s influence
ultimately reached the White House, as he served as an advisor to President Ronald
Reagan on small and minority business ownership during the 1980s.

“Western Resistance” demonstrates that despite the prodigious problems related to
racial discrimination in America, Lincoln was willing to step to the fore and lead a

movement to improve them when it would have been easier to stay in the shadows. The
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“direct action” efforts of Western black civil rights activists and allies like the Ragsdales
did not eliminate racial grievances or inequality. Their efforts, however, helped destroy
generations of barriers to opportunity and equality. Their story is instructive and much
can be gleaned from their life experiences. This study demonstrates clearly how far
Phoenix and America has come since World War I, and how far it has to go. The
Ragsdale legacy speaks directly to the nature of past problems, the power of individuals to

confront them, and the possibilities of change.?*

2 Universal Memornial Center, A Celebration, Lincoln Ragsdale, 4.
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PART ONE
“POWER CONCEDES NOTHING WITHOUT DEMAND”: FAMILY HISTORY,
WORLD WAR 11, RACISM, AND REFORM IN A “DESERT OASIS”
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CHAPTER 1: “ORIGINS”: LINCOLN AND ELEANOR RAGSDALE AND THE
BLACK PROFESSIONAL TRADITION.

“One of the distinguishing characteristics of the black professional class is its service to
people whom the larger society perceived to be marginal and peripheral by virtue of their

race and subordinate in socioeconomic and political status.”
-Darlene Clark Hine'

Lincoln and Eleanor Ragsdale were born into the black professional class.
Although they were reared in different regions of the country, East and West, their shared
experience as beneficiaries of the black professional tradition influenced the course of their
future lives together. Lincoln and Eleanor inherited inextricably linked traditions of
leadership and service to their community. This tradition endowed the Ragsdales with an
incentive to achieve, and expectations to assist in the advancement of African Americans.
To prepare for their lives as stewards of the black community, they were educated and
firmly grounded in the exigencies of professional work and “race work.” The Ragsdales

were taught that black professionals were compelled to play leading roles in African

Americans’ struggle for the most basic of American rights >

! Darlene Clark Hine, Speak Truth to Power: Black Professional Class in United
States History (Carlson Publishing, Inc., 1996), xvii.

2 Also see: Carter G. Woodson, The Negro Professional Man in the Community
(New York: Negro University, 1934); James Summerville, Educating Black Doctors: A
History of Meharry Medical College (Birmingham: University of Alabama Press, 1983);,
Genna Rae McNeil, Groundwork: Charles Hamilton Houston and the Struggle for Civil
Rights (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983); Darlene Clark Hine, Black
Women in White: Racial Conflict and Cooperation in the Nursing Profession, 1890-1950
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989); Willard B. Gatewood, Aristocrats of
Color: The Black Elite, 1880-1920 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990);
Stephanie J. Shaw, What A Women QOught to Be and to Do: Black Professional Women
Workers During the Jim Crow Era (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).
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Ever since slavery was abolished by the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution
of the United States in 1865, black people in America have fought to secure their
citizenship rights and to have their humanity respected. As Darlene Clark Hine has noted,
“dimensions of this multifaceted and relentless struggle involved the acquisition of
educational and material resources necessary for survival.” These resources were
voluminous and included the procurement of land, the creation of educational
establishments, health care services, and the administration of religious and secular
institutions. Businesses such as funeral homes, banks, insurance companies, and
newspapers, were also organized.

Striving to develop political power, black people secured and guarded the right to
vote. This involved the support of the Civil Rights Act of 1866, which enabled them to
“participate in organized politics,” the Fourteenth Amendment of 1868, which reaffirmed
state and federal citizenship for persons born or naturalized in the United States, and the
Fifteenth Amendment of 1870 which guaranteed that no American would be denied the
right to vote on the basis of race. All of this occurred during America’s Reconstruction
era, during which the first legally free generation of Southern black people competed for
economic and political power to give meaning to their freedom, and to battle the

venomous response of most whites to African American liberty.>

? See Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877
(New York: Harper and Row, 1988); James C. Mohr, Radical Republicans in the North:
State Politics During (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), W.E.B. Du
Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880 (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1935). Maldwyn A. Jones, The Limits of Liberty: American History, 1607-1992 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1995).
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Following the Civil War, most Southern whites were headstrong in their desire to
restore their hegemony. They were enraged and embarrassed by their loss in the Civil
War, and undaunted in their efforts to perpetuate an American hierarchy built upon black
servility and white supremacy. Following the compromise of 1877 and the end of
Reconstruction, white supremacy reigned in the former Confederacy, with a less noxious
form shrouding the North. What did remain was the enduring legacy of the Thirteenth,
Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments; African American’s legal freedom, citizenship,
and male suffrage. These rights were not dead. They needed only to be resuscitated and
enforced. In the interim, a cadre of professional black Reconstruction professionals and
politicians endeavored to do so.

Whites throughout the nation erected barriers to thwart African American
autonomy. Southern “Black Codes” as they have come to be known, were instituted to
limit the areas in which blacks could purchase or rent property in states like Mississippi
and South Carolina. Vagrancy laws imposed heavy penalties that were designed to force
African Americans to return to work on plantations from which they were recently
liberated. African Americans were not permitted to testify in court, except in cases
involving other African Americans. Fines were levied for alleged seditious speeches,
insulting gestures or acts, absence from work, violating curfews, and the possession of
firearms. In addition to enduring systematic political and economic oppression, African
Americans had their freedom assaulted by white terrorist organizations as well. The
prototype of these groups was the Ku Klux Klan, first organized in 1866 in Pulaski,
Tennessee, as a “social club” complete with costumes and secret rituals. Klansmen

focused their terror on prominent Republicans, black and white. The Klan was responsible
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for whippings, mutilations, and murders of men and women. Although most Klansmen
were poor farmers and tradesmen, middle-class whites, including planters and merchants,
bankers, lawyers, doctors, even ministers, also joined the group and participated in its
brutalities.*

Congress attempted to thwart the efforts of the Klan through the Enforcement
Acts of 1870-1871. These Acts levied penalties on persons who interfered with any
citizen’s right to vote, placed the election of congressmen under surveillance, and
outlawed forming conspiracies, wearing disguises, resisting officers, and intimidating
officials. By the time of the compromise of 1877, the Klan had been formally suppressed.
Its members, in turn, went underground and continued to wage a more clandestine war
against African Americans and sympathetic whites. Although the violence continued,
Allen W. Trelease explains, Klansmen became more influential politically through elections
and outright political intimidation and corruption.®

Throughout the last decades of the nineteenth century and well into the second half
of the twentieth century, white supremacists in the South constructed a society that was
split in two, separate and unequal. Supported by silence, indifference, and Northern
industrialist’s use of race to prevent the formation of interracial alliances, white supremacy

reigned. Quasi-scientific Social Darwinism was the prevailing “scientific” ideology of the

* See Allen W. Trelease, White Terror: The Ku Klux Klan Conspiracy and
Southern Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1995). The
terms “Klansman” and “Klansmen” are used because white women did not participate
formally in Ku Klux Klan activities until its “second rising” in the second decade of the
twentieth century. For an engrossing history of this movement, see Kathleen M. Blee,
Women of the Klan: Racism and Gender in the 1920s (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1991).

’ Ibid.
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time, and it presumed that people of African descent were genetically inferior, beastly, and
lascivious. Traditional prejudices were, therefore, reinforced with the measure of
scientific legitimacy. African Americans were discriminated against and segregated as a
result. Under the ruling climate of Social Darwinism and supercilious American
imperialism, it was in essence open season on black people. They were lynched, raped,
fleeced, and mocked with impunity. African Americans, during the late nineteenth century
and early twentieth century, had reached what Rayford Logan christened the “nadir” of
African American history.®

The black professional class rose out of this racialized disorder as a result of
discrimination and segregation. They cultivated their institutions which promoted their
well-being and advancement. The first generation of black professional leaders played a
key role in preparing future generations for life in a white supremacist society. Hine
argues that the astuteness and determination of African American leaders of earlier
generations enabled them to better evaluate the au courant needs of black communities.
With the advantage of hindsight, she argues, “the third generation of black professionals,
especially in the 1930s, 40s, and 50s, fashioned appropriate resistance strategies and an
oppositional consciousness required to launch the social transformation that generated the
educational, medical, legal, cultural, and sexual rights movements of our age.” This is
precisely what the first and second generations of Ragsdales in Oklahoma and the Dickeys

in Pennsylvania did for Lincoln and Eleanor. The seeds were planted for their careers as

¢ Hine, Speak Truth to Power, xviii. Also see Howard N. Rabinowitz, Race
Relations in the Urban South, 1865-1890 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996);
C. Vann Woodward, Reunion and Reaction: The Compromise of 1877 and the End of
Reconstruction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1951); Rayford Logan, The Negro
in American Life and Thought: The Nadir; 1877-1901 (New York: Dial Press, 1954.
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professional activist long before they were born and just as a small desert outpost became
a city named Phoenix. It was in Oklahoma and Pennsylvania that their stories began.’

The Ragsdale tradition of professionalism, service, and activism began over one
hundred years ago. William Ragsdale, Sr., Lincoln Ragsdale’s paternal grandfather, was a
pioneer businessman in Indian Territory, Muskogee, Oklahoma. He was born in Alma,
Arkansas in 1871, and moved to Muskogee at an early age. He soon met a school
teacher, and fellow Arkansas native, by the name of Malinda Haes. Haes was very active
in several benevolent and activist organization in their community. The two were soon
married and immediately set out to position themselves as a force in their community.
William wanted to establish himself in business, and with a Mr. Baily, he founded a livery
table in 1889. They named it the Creek Livery Barn. In 1890, George W. Davis
succeeded Mr. Bailey at Creek Livery Barn, and formed a partnership with William
Ragsdale. It was well equipped with all the new styles of carriages and wagons of that
time period, and a fine stock of driving and saddle horses. Carriages were furnished for
funerals, weddings, parties, and balls.®

The 1890s were a turbulent time in United States history. African Americans
struggled to rebound from the destruction of Reconstruction, while most European
Americans rallied around the banner of White supremacy. During the 1890s black people
witnessed their participation in the American legislative process end. The remaining black

members of the United States Congress following Reconstruction, Herny Cheatham of

7 Tbid.
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North Carolina, John Mercer Langston of Virginia, Thomas E. Miller of South Carolina,
and George H. White of North Carolina, were unceremoniously removed from office by
1901. White was the South’s last black congressman until 1972.

Economic instability and decline, in addition to separatist policies of farm
coalitions created for whites, prompted black farmers to form the Colored Farmer’s
Alliance in 1889. Leaders such as Thomas Watson of Georgia spearheaded a campaign to
recruit black people to the Populist party. Many poor white farmers supported populist
objectives. They organized across racial lines and often risked their lives and livelihood to
do so. Their effort was destroyed by segregationist whites and Southern Democrats.
During the elections of 1892, several populist candidates were elected to some
congressional and state offices. In response, white supremacists exploited the
“negrophobia” that enveloped the South, alleging that black populist voters could alter the
course of the election in favor of a Republican party dominated by Northerners if the
Southern white vote was split in two. During this pivotal election year 235 people were
lynched by forces seeking to maintain the existing hierarchy in the South. Black people
represented 155 of the victims murdered. The Panic of 1893 inspired what became a
serious depression, and in 1896 the U. S. Supreme Court established the practice of Jim
Crow racial segregation as the law of the land in its landmark Plessy v. Ferguson ruling.’

This climate of intense racial oppression and naked white supremacy often

° Leon F. Litwack, Trouble in Mind: Black Southerners in the Era of Jim Crow
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), 175, 314, and Been in The Storm So Long: The
Aftermath of Slavery (New York: Vintage, 1980), 160; Hine, Hine, and Harrold, 7he
African American Odyssey, 310, Hine, Hine, and Harrold, The African American
Odyssey, 312, 315, 331; Also see Edward L. Ayers, The Promise of the New Southerners
in the Age of Jim Crow New York: Oxford University Press, 1992); C. Vann Woodward,
The Strange Career of Jim Crow (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955).
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culminated in some of the worst incidents of violence in American history. This violence
was constant, but it had peaks of intensity. Race riots of epic proportions unfolded in
Phoenix, South Carolina and in Wilmington, North Carolina in 1898. The number of
lynchings continued to escalate, as did the rape of black women by white men. African
Americans displayed their opposition to this treatment and to the reigning political
structure by “ voting with their feet.” As early as 1865 thousands of black people elected
to “quit” the South by migrating to other regions of the U. S. Although the majority of
black people remained in the South, by 1890 scores of black migrants had relocated in
cities such as Nickodemus, Kansas, Muskogee, Oklahoma, and Phoenix, Arizona. William
Ragsdale was among the first generation of African Americans to migrate to Muskogee,
Oklahoma, and by 1890 he had laid the groundwork for a future in business that would
last for four generations.'

William Ragsdale and George W. Davis were highly respected within their
community for their strict integrity. Since Ragsdale was so well equipped with horses and
carriages needed for funerals, friends suggested that they go into the undertaking business.
He pondered that suggestion and concluded that it was a worthwhile endeavor. In 1896
Ragsdale founded the Home Undertaking Company of Muskogee, Oklahoma. He elected

not to use the Ragsdale name in the title of his business. As a sometimes outspoken

19 Nell Irvin Painter, Exodusters: Black Migration to Kansas after Reconstruction
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individual, and an emerging professional black man in his local community, Ragsdale’s
success would have been perceived as a threat to the existing racial order. Many African
Americans believed that explicit promotion of their successes would invite violent
retaliation from whites seeking to keep them dependent and deferential. In fact, one of
William Ragsdale’s sons, William Ragsdale, Jr., was assassinated by the Ku Klux Klan in
1926. William, Jr. challenged the racial protocol of the community by serving as the
President of the NAACP in Oklahoma, and for serving black and white people while
working as a taxi driver. Lincoln Ragsdale argued that despite white supremacist efforts
to intimidate African Americans through lynchings and other violence, blacks were
undaunted in their efforts to give meaning to their freedom. “It didn’t put fear [in us]”, he
asserted, “it put aggressiveness in us that we’re going to have to work it through the
system. You can’t work it with a gun because you can’t outshoot white folks. There are
more white folks than black folks. So you have to work it intellectually, hard work,
saving your money...You have to out-smart him.”"

Unable to conceal his business acumen for long, William, Sr. later changed the
name of his business from The Home Undertaking Company to Ragsdale Mortuary. Over
time the business progressed from one centered around horse drawn transportation, to a
completely motorized fleet of vehicles by 1917. Shortly after, William met school teacher
Malinda Haes. After a brief courtship, the couple was married and on their way to starting
a family of their own. They would eventually have two daughters and six sons.

Ragsdale’s daughters were Beatrice and Celestine Ragsdale, and his sons were William,

' Universal Memorial Center, Ragsdale Family History, 1, Baker, “The Man
Who Refused to Be Invisible,” 96, Lincoln Ragsdale interview.
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Jr., Louis, Howard, Vernon, Theodore, and Hartwell Ragsdale. Like their father, five of
Williams Ragsdale’s sons became undertakers. Upon the death of William Ragsdale, Sr. in
1921, his son Theodore Ragsdale, Sr., took his place at the helm of the family business in
Muskogee, Oklahoma. Other Ragsdale mortuaries were eventually established in Taft,
Bristow and Ardmore, Oklahoma.?

Scattered across Oklahoma, the Ragsdale’s mortuaries firmly established
themsleves as members of the black professional class. Ministers, teachers, attorneys, and
physicians did not monopolize the professional class of black people in the U. S., and
Oklahoma was no exception. Morticians have played leading roles as professionals in
black communities for nearly one hundred and fifty years. In 1899 W. E. B. Du Bois,
renown scholar and founder of the NAACP, argued that black morticians constituted a
solid, upwardly mobile segment of the African American community. “In no branch of
business, save one,” he insisted, “has the Negro evinced so much push, taste and
enterprise.”"

Booker T. Washington, champion of industrial education, the founder of both the
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama and the National Negro Business League, and chief Du
Bois antagonist, agreed. He stated in 1889 that it was “a curious fact that with the
exception of that of caterer there is no business in which Negroes seem to be more
numerously engaged or one in which they have been more uniformly successful.”

Innovations in body preparations, coffins and caskets, embalming procedures, methods of

12 Tbid.
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training and certification, and the expansion of the funeral market, helped make the funeral
industry a viable enterprise. This, coupled with the fact that black funeral directors tapped
into an exclusive, ever expanding market base, propelled the funeral industry into a
potentially lucrative business for many black entrepreneurs.'*

Michael A. Plater argues that “as a segregated industry with loyal African
American clients, the funeral industry had a consistent profile throughout the early
twentieth-century.” Their service to African Americans has given rise to one of the most
unique relationships in American history. Undertakers, though providing a necessary
service in the preparation and interment of the dead, did much more than that for black
people living in a segregated society. Plater posits that “funeral service was a profitable
industry that African Americans engaged in without white competition, and as a result
generated large amounts of capital ”'*

The funeral director, in turn, redistributed tremendous amounts of this capital in
the African American community. Moreover, because funeral service was a church
sanctioned ritual and the industry had enormous economic influence in the community,
morticians evolved into “major power brokers” in early twentieth century African
American communities. For example, black undertakers provided meeting space in their

businesses for African American organizations, functions, and mass meetings. Meeting in

* Booker T. Washington, The Negro in Business (Boston: Hertel, Jenkins, &
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spaces owned by black funeral home directors, Plater maintains, “meant that the fraternal
orders did not have to use their capital for building construction costs or lose capital
outside the community by renting from white landlords.” Funeral businesses strengthened
the economic base of the entire black community.'¢

Morticians reached elite status in black and white communities, according to
Plater, “by using economic segregation to achieve political integration.” The elite status
of funeral directors such as William Ragsdale, Sr. and his heirs, and their willingness to be
at the forefront of movements to improve the conditions of African Americans, provides a
unique story about African American culture and its internal power structure. The ability
of morticians to acquire wealth and rise to elite status within their communities, for
example, was directly related to their understanding of the importance of African
American death rituals. They capitalized on this knowledge and provided black
communities funeral services which complemented their cultural traditions. As Plater
states, “they became experts at using ethnicity to promote their business.” Morticians
employed African American tradition, the black church, and black folklore to create an
environment which catered to the wants and needs of black communities. They offered
services that white funeral directors were either unwilling or unable to provide. At a basic
level, they simply exploited a fundamental principal of supply and demand."’

Black people throughout the African Diaspora have placed a tremendous amount
of importance on death rites. People of African descent, particularly in the U. S., have

valued death ceremonies primarily because of their ability to transform and enhance the

16 Ibid.
' Ibid. 162-65.
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status of individuals who were somehow disinherited by society while they lived. For
black people, extravagant and sometimes costly funerals are deemed necessary as
meaningful proclamations of the deceased’s intrinsic value. Joseph Holloway posits that
these death rites and what they symbolized were cultural retentions, or “Africanisms,”
originating from African death customs. The Bakongo of West Africa, for instance,
practiced grand burial rituals to acquire the spiritual support and protection of their
ancestors. They paid tribute to the dead while employing elaborate funeral ceremonies to
empower the living. Morticians also wielded a great deal of power because black people
placed a great deal of importance on funeral services.

Funeral directors also secured wealth and status because the majority of African
Americans who needed their services were not prepared to bargain with them on an equal
basis. Most black people, who were primarily working class, were poor and unschooled in
the art of negotiation. Furthermore, African Americans were forced to buy the services of
black funeral directors if they wanted to be buried in a manner reflecting their cultural
cosmology. In short, black funeral directors sometimes exploited their customers socio-
economic condition and culture for financial and political gain. Often sheltered from the
negative effects of racial economic isolation, and well suited to make use of their
entrepreneurial niche, black funeral directors were able to nurture their sometimes
powerful hunger for power and prestige. Despite their gracious manner and devoted
service toward their clients for example, they were more often than not shrewd, hustling,
and imaginative entrepreneurs.

R. C. Scott, a contemporary of William Ragsdale, Sr. and prominent mortician in

Richmond, Virginia, between 1890 and 1940, stated that undertakers usually adhered to
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the moral doctrine of “charity yes,” but “charity tempered with prudence.” Undertakers
capitalized on black American culture to create community solidarity and provide a
monetary foundation for economic development for themselves and their community.
They cultivated social roles within the community beyond simply providing funeral
services. They were business and social leaders. Although African Americans often had
few if any alternatives, black communities supported this symbiotic relationship by
consistently funneling cash into the funeral industry via services such as transportation
fees, meeting rentals, and insurance organizations.

Following in his father’s footsteps, Hartwell Ragsdale had established himself in
the family as skilled mortician by the early 1920s. During this period he also met, courted,
and married a school teacher by the name of Onlia Violet Perkins. Their marnage
produced two sons, Hartwell Ragsdale, Jr. and Lincoln Ragsdale. Lincoln Johnson
Ragsdale was born on July 27, 1926. Onlia Ragsdale gave birth to young Lincoln “out in
the edge of town” where his grandmother lived. The family remained in Muskogee for
four more years, and in 1930, they moved to Ardmore were they settled at 803 E. Main
Street. Once the family became settled in their new surroundings, Hartwell established the
Ragsdale Mortuary in Ardmore. This business was the foundation upon which Hartwell
and Onlia would cultivate their careers as entrepreneurs and advocates of African
Americans in Oklahoma. Not only did they possess a desire to succeed in business, they
believed they had a duty to support the black community.

As a child, Lincoln Ragsdale was taught that black people had a “responsibility to
the community, to yourself, to your family, and to your race.” When it came to

community activities, Hartwell and Onlia Ragsdale were “always involved.” Onlia was
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president of the Oklahoma chapter of the National Association of Colored Women
(NACW). Created in 1896, the NACW has been regarded by many scholars as
“America’s premier Black women’s organization in the first quarter of the twentieth
century.” Black women throughout American history have struggled to combat negative
stereotypes which depicted them as licentious, irresponsible, and intellectually inferior.
They have been faced with the challenge of fighting racism, sexism, and economic
subordination. “In defense of themselves™ and all African Americans, black women
organized clubs at the local and state level to battle the forces which conspired against
them. The NACW operated as an umbrella organization to which a network of state and
local clubs were affiliated. These organizations “worked for self-improvement and
community uplift as both benevolent and beneficial societies of an earlier period had.”
Their motto was “lift as we climb,” and their agendas were defined by a commitment to
education, economic independence, political activity, and health care. The NACW was
organized, in part, to fight a racist, sexist society, which sought to demean and marginalize
black womanhood. “The creation of the National Association of Colored Women,”
argues Wanda A. Hendricks, “was both an affirmation of their efforts and a method of
organizing women’s clubs nationwide in the struggle for voting rights and health and
educational programs for women and their communities.”

Being the wife of a successful businessman provided Onlia flexibility that was
illusive to most black women. Lincoln Ragsdale remembered her being “one of the few
educated ladies who was able to retire from school teaching at a young age.” Although
Onlia stayed devoted to her club activity, at thirty years old she decided to quit teaching

school to assist Hartwell in the family funeral home. Onlia certainly had more than her
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share of familial, organization, and occupational responsibilities. Lincoln, however,
remembered her having “time to do a lot of things.” It is unlikely that Onlia had a great
deal of time, and even less likely that she chose to “retire” for conventional reasons. '®
When she left teaching in 1930, the Great Depression had transformed a
prosperous American society into a nation reeling in an economic tailspin. In this
environment, few Americans were spared financial troubles, and African Americans,
including the black professional class, were often the hardest hit. Under these
circumstances it is much more plausible that Onlia left her teaching career to help maintain
the solvency of her family’s business. The effects of the Great Depression was not entirely
lost on Lincoln, as he recalled his parents having to “raise money to send [their] kids to

school.” Ragsdale children were taught that “you have to do what you’ve got to do.”

'* Joseph E. Holloway, Africanisms in American Culture (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1990), 81-91. For a more comprehensive discussion of African cultural
retentions in the U.S. see: E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Family in the United States
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1939); Melville Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro
Past (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1941); Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll:
The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage Books, 1974); Peter Wood, Black
Majority: Negroes in Colonial South Carolina from 1670 through the Stono Rebellion
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974), Herbert Gutman, 7he Black Family in Slavery and
Freedom, 1750-1925 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1976); Lawrence Levine, Black
Culture Black Consciousness (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977); David R.
Rodiger, “And Die in Dixie, Funerals, Death and Heaven in the Slave Community,”
Massachusetts Review 22 (1981), 163-168; Charles Joyner, Down by the River Side
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1984); Daniel C . Littlefield, Rice and Slaves:
Ethnicity and the Slave Trade in Colonial South Carolina (Champaign: University of
Illinois Press, 1991); Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana: The
Development of Afro-Creole Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1992); Philip D. Morgan, Slave Counterpoint: Black Culture in the
Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake & Lowcountry (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1998); Robert Crafton, Sr. An Autobiography dictated to Anthony J. Binga, Sr.
(Richmond: 1953-1957), 18. Also Quoted in Plater, African American Entrepreneurship,
161; Universal Memorial Center, Ragsdale Family History, 1, Lincoln Ragsdale, Enlisted
Record of and Report of Separation: Honorable Discharge WD, AGO Form 53-55, Air
Corps (Washington, D.C.: U. S. Army Air Corps, November 19, 1945).

42



Doing “what they had to do” also involved living in a segregated society
dominated by white supremacy and racial discrimination. Lincoln Ragsdale believed that
Oklahoma was in many ways as segregated and sympathetic to racist beliefs and policies
as any state in the union. In 1907, in fact, Governor William “Bill” Murray, referred to as
“snuff-dipping or tobacco chewing Murray” by many blacks, played a key role in
institutionalizing Jim Crow in Oklahoma. Governor Murray “made it illegal for blacks to
use white folks’s telephones,” Ragsdale recalled. “He encouraged cities and towns to be
all white and all black. We had towns like Henrietta, Durant, and Norman, Oklahoma. In
fact, he worked to have the University of Oklahoma built in Norman, Oklahoma, because
it was a town “where blacks weren’t allowed to spend the night "

Norman, Oklahoma instituted an ordinance which made it illegal for African

Americans to spend the night, or be out at night, without the permission or sponsorship of
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Themselves, 1894-1994 (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1999), 21-55; Stephanie
F. Shaw, “Black Club Women and the Creation of the National Association of Colored
Women,” In Darlene Clark Hine, Wilma King, and Linda Reed (eds.)., We Specialize in
the Wholly Impossible: A Reader in Black Women's History (Brooklyn: Carlson
Publishing, 1995), 441; Darlene Clark Hine and Kathleen Thompson, 4 Shining Thread of
Hope: The History of Black Women in America (New York: Broadway Books, 1998),
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