Introduction

ON JULY 2 and 3, 1917, rampaging white men and women looted and
torched black homes and businesses and assaulted African Americans in
the small industrial city of East St. Louis, Illinois. The mob, which included
police officers and National Guardsmen, wounded or killed many black
residents and terrorized others into flecing the city. The rampagers acted
upon a virulent form of racism that made “black skin . . . a death warrant,”
in the words of white newspaper reporter Jack Lait of the St. Louis Repub-
lic. According to one African American eyewitness, “When there was a
big fire, the rioters . . . stop[ped] to amuse themselves, and [threw black]
children . . . into the fire.” The riots disrupted interstate commerce and in-
dustrial production, prompting Illinois authorities to mobilize additional
National Guard units to suppress the mass violence. When the terror
ended, white attackers had destroyed property worth three million dollars,
razed several neighborhoods, injured hundreds, and forced at least seven
thousand black townspeople to seek refuge across the Mississippi River in
St. Louis, Missouri. By the official account, nine white men and thirty-
nine black men, women, and children lost their lives. Some thought that






























