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IN the history of New York, the signifi-
cance of the name Harlem has changed from Harlem near 135" Street, ca. 1920
Dutch to Irish to Jewish to Negro. Of these
changes, the last has come most swiftly. Throughout colored America, from Massachusetts to Mississippi,
and across the continent to Los Angeles and Seattle, its name, which as late as fifteen years ago had
scarcely been heard, now stands for the Negro metropolis. Harlem is indeed the great Mecca for the sight-
seer, the pleasure-seeker, the curious, the adventurous, the enterprising, the ambitious and the talented of
the whole Negro world; for the lure of it has reached down to every island of the Carib Sea and has
penetrated even into Africa.

In the make-up of New York, Harlem is not merely a Negro colony or community, it is a city within a
city, the greatest Negro city in the world. It is not a slum or a fringe, it is located in the heart of Manhattan
and occupies one of the most beautiful and healthful sections of the city. It is not a “quarter” of
dilapidated tenements, but is made up of new-law apartments” and handsome dwellings, with well-paved
and well-lighted streets. It has its own churches, social and civic centers, shops, theaters and other places
of amusement. And it contains more Negroes to the square mile than any other spot on earth. A stranger
who rides up magnificent Seventh Avenue on a bus or in an automobile must be struck with surprise at
the transformation which takes place after he crosses One Hundred and Twenty-fifth Street. Beginning
there, the population suddenly darkens and he rides through twenty-five solid blocks where the passers-
by, the shoppers, those sitting in restaurants, coming out of theaters, standing in doorways and looking
out of windows are practically all Negroes; and then he emerges where the population as suddenly
becomes white again. There is nothing just like it in any other city in the country, for there is no
preparation for it; no change in the character of the houses and streets; no change, indeed, in the
appearance of the people, except their color.

Negro Harlem is practically a development of the past decade, but the story behind it goes back a long
way. There have always been colored people in New York. In the middle of the last century they lived in
the vicinity of Lispenard, Broome and Spring Streets. When Washington Square and lower Fifth Avenue
was the center of aristocratic life, the colored people, whose chief occupation was domestic service in the
homes of the rich, lived in a fringe and were scattered in nests to the south, east and west of the square.
As late as the ’80’s the major part of the colored population lived in Sullivan, Thompson, Bleecker,
Grove, Minetta Lane and adjacent streets. It is curious to note that some of these nests still persist. In a

National Humanities Center, 2007: nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/. In Alain Locke, ed., The New Negro: An Interpretation (New York: Albert and
Charles Boni, 1925), pp. 301-311. [The New Negro included the contents of the March 1925 special issue of Survey Graphic on Harlem, plus additional
essays, including this Johnson essay.] Copyright holder and status undetermined; permission pending. Footnotes and images added; complete image
credits at nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai3/imagecredits.htm.

*
The Tenement House Act of 1901 (New York City) imposed stricter standards for apartment building construction, including improved light, ventila-
tion, and toilet facilities. Such buildings were called “new-law” structures.


../../index.htm

number of the blocks of Greenwich Village and Little Italy may be found small groups of Negroes who
have never lived in any other section of the city. By about 1890 the center of colored population had
shifted to the upper Twenties and lower Thirties west of Sixth Avenue. Ten years later another
considerable shift northward had been made to West Fifty-third Street. . . .

.. . the Negro colony was becoming more stable; the churches were being moved from the lower
part of the city; social and civic centers were being formed; and gradually a community was being
evolved. Following the outbreak of the war in Europe Negro Harlem received a new and tremendous
impetus. Because of the war thousands of aliens in the United States rushed back to their native lands to
join the colors and immigration practically ceased. The result was a critical shortage in labor. This
shortage was rapidly increased as the United States went more and more largely into the business of
furnishing munitions and supplies to the warring countries. To help meet this shortage of common labor
Negroes were brought up from the South. The government itself took the first steps, following the
practice in vogue in Germany of shifting labor according to the supply and demand in various parts of
the country. The example of the government was promptly taken up by the big industrial concerns,
which sent hundreds, perhaps thousands, of labor agents into the South who recruited Negroes by
wholesale. I was in Jacksonville, Fla., for a while at that time, and I sat one day and watched the stream
of migrants passing to take the train. For hours they passed steadily, carrying flimsy suit cases, new and
shiny, rusty old ones, bursting at the seams, boxes and bundles and impedimenta of all sorts, including
banjos, guitars, birds in cages and what not. Similar scenes were being enacted in cities and towns all
over that region. The first wave of the great exodus of Negroes from the South was on. Great numbers
of these migrants headed for New York or eventually got there, and naturally the majority went up into
Harlem. But the Negro population of Harlem was not swollen by migrants from the South alone; the
opportunity for Negro labor exerted its pull upon the Negroes of the West Indies, and those islanders in
the course of time poured into Harlem to the number of twenty-five thousand or more.

These new-comers did not have to look for work; work looked for them, and at wages of which they
had never even dreamed. And here is where the unlooked for, the unprecedented, the miraculous
happened. According to all preconceived notions, these Negroes suddenly earning large sums of money
for the first time in their lives should have had their heads turned; they should have squandered it in the
most silly and absurd manners imaginable. Later, after the
United States had entered the war and even Negroes in the
South were making money fast, many stories in accord with
the tradition came out of that section. There was the one about
the colored man who went into a general store and on hearing
a phonograph for the first time promptly ordered six of them,
one for each child in the house. I shall not stop to discuss
whether Negroes in the South did that sort of thing or not, but
I do know that those who got to New York didn’t. The
Negroes of Harlem, for the greater part, worked and saved
their money. Nobody knew how much they had saved until
congestion made expansion necessary for tenants and owner-
ship profitable for landlords, and they began to buy property.
Persons who would never be suspected of having money
bought property. The Rev. W. W. Brown, pastor of the Metro-
politan Baptist Church, repeatedly made “Buy Property” the
text of his sermons. A large part of his congregation carried
out the injunction. The church itself set an example by pur-
chasing a magnificent brownstone church building on Seventh
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to go into a real estate office and lay down from one thousand to five thousand dollars on a house. . .

... Twenty years ago Negroes were begging for the privilege of renting a flat in Harlem. Fifteen
years ago barely a half dozen colored men owned real property in all Manhattan. And down to ten years
ago the amount that had been acquired in Harlem was comparatively negligible. Today Negro Harlem is
practically owned by Negroes.

The question naturally arises, “Are the Negroes going to be able to hold Harlem?” If they have been
steadily driven northward for the past hundred years and out of less desirable sections, can they hold this
choice bit of Manhattan Island? It is hardly probable that Negroes will hold Harlem indefinitely, but
when they are forced out it will not be for the same reasons that forced them out of former quarters in
New York City. The situation is entirely different and without precedent. When colored people do leave
Harlem, their homes, their churches, their invest-
ments and their businesses, it will be because the
land has become so valuable they can no longer
afford to live on it. But the date of another move
northward is very far in the future. What will
Harlem be and become in the meantime? Is there
danger that the Negro may lose his economic status
in New York and be unable to hold his property?
Will Harlem become merely a famous ghetto, or will
it be a center of intellectual, cultural and economic
forces exerting an influence throughout the world,
especially upon Negro peoples? Will it become a
point of friction between the races in New York?
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. . Looking toward the Lafayette theatre on Seventh Ave.
I think there is less danger to the Negroes of Photograph in Survey Graphic,

New York of losing out economically and indus- “Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro,” March 1925
trially than to the Negroes of any large city in the
North. In most of the big industrial centers Negroes
are engaged in gang labor. They are employed by
thousands in the stockyards in Chicago, by thou-
sands in the automobile plants in Detroit; and in
those cities they are likely to be the first to be let go,
and in thousands, with every business depression. In
New York there is hardly such a thing as gang labor
among Negroes, except among the longshoremen,
and it is in the longshoremen’s unions, above all
others, that Negroes stand on an equal footing.
Employment among Negroes in New York is highly

diversified; in the main they are employed more as »
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e . . Armistice Day, Lenox Ave., 4 West 134" Street,
individuals than as non-integral parts of a gang. Harlem. 1919

Furthermore, Harlem is gradually becoming more
and more a self-supporting community. Negroes there are steadily branching out into new businesses
and enterprises in which Negroes are employed. So the danger of great numbers of Negroes being
thrown out of work at once, with a resulting economic crisis among them, is less in New York than in
most of the large cities of the North to which Southern migrants have come.

These facts have an effect which goes beyond the economic and industrial situation. They have a
direct bearing on the future character of Harlem and on the question as to whether Harlem will be a point
of friction between the races in New York. It is true that Harlem is a Negro community, well defined and
stable; anchored to its fixed homes, churches, institutions, business and amusement places; having its
own working, business and professional classes. It is experiencing a constant growth of group
consciousness and community feeling. Harlem is, therefore, in many respects, typically Negro. It has
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many unique characteristics. It has movement, color, gayety, singing, dancing, boisterous laughter and
loud talk. One of its outstanding features is brass band parades. Hardly a Sunday passes but that there are
several of these parades of which many are gorgeous with regalia and insignia. Almost any excuse will
do — the death of an humble member of the Elks, the laying of a cornerstone, the “turning out” of the
order of this or that. In many of these characteristics it is similar to the Italian colony. But withal, Harlem
grows more metropolitan and more a part of New York all the while. Why is it then that its tendency is
not to become a mere “quarter”?

I shall give three reasons that seem to me to be important in their order. First, the language of
Harlem is not alien; it is not Italian or Yiddish; it is English. Harlem talks American, reads American,
thinks American. Second, Harlem is not physically a “quarter.” It is not a section cut off. It is merely a
zone through which four main arteries of the city run. Third, the fact that there is little or no gang labor
gives Harlem Negroes the opportunity for individual expansion and individual contacts with the life and
spirit of New York. A thousand Negroes from Mississippi put to work as a gang in a Pittsburgh steel
mill will for a long time remain a thousand Negroes from Mississippi. Under the conditions that prevail
in New York they would all within six months become New Yorkers. The rapidity with which Negroes
become good New Yorkers is one of the marvels to observers.

These three reasons form a single reason why there is small
probability that Harlem will ever be a point of race friction
between the races in New York. One of the principal factors in
the race riot in Chicago in 1919 was the fact that at that time
there were 12,000 Negroes employed in gangs in the
stockyards. There was considerable race feeling in Harlem at
the time of the hegira [exodus] of white residents due to the
“invasion,” but that feeling, of course, is no more. Indeed, a
number of the old white residents who didn’t go or could not
get away before the housing shortage struck New York are now
living peacefully side by side with colored residents. In fact, in
some cases white and colored tenants occupy apartments in the
same house. Many white merchants still do business in thickest
Harlem. On the whole, I know of no place in the country where
the feeling between the races is so cordial and at the same time
so matter-of-fact and. taken for granted. One of the surest
safeguards against an outbreak in New York such as took place
in so many Northern cities in the summer of 1919 is the large
proportion of Negro police on duty in Harlem.

“Negroes share in Iw enforcement. Ngro
policemen, Harlem, New York City”

Photograph in S. Nearing, Black America, 1929

To my mind, Harlem is more than a Negro community; it is a large scale laboratory experiment in
the race problem. The statement has often been made that if Negroes were transported to the North in
large numbers the race problem with all of its acuteness and with new aspects would be transferred with
them. Well, 175,000 Negroes live closely together in Harlem, in the heart of New York — 75,000 more
than live in any Southern city — and do so without any race friction. Nor is there any unusual record of
crime. I once heard a captain of the 38th Police Precinct (the Harlem precinct) say that on the whole it
was the most law-abiding precinct in the city. New York guarantees its Negro citizens the fundamental
rights of American citizenship and protects them in the exercise of those rights. In return the Negro
loves New York and is proud of it, and contributes in his way to its greatness. He still meets with
discriminations, but possessing the basic rights, he knows that these discriminations will be abolished.

I believe that the Negro’s advantages and opportunities are greater in Harlem than in any other place
in the country, and that Harlem will become the intellectual, the cultural and the financial center for
Negroes of the United States, and will exert a vital influence upon all Negro peoples.
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