
Below: Already disfranchised
by the Bourbon Democrats,
Louisiana blacks at the turn
of the nineteenth century
found their personal
freedom resticted by the
passage of Jim Crow laws.
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As you read, look for:
• the beginning of legal segregation,
• the convict lease system,
• early efforts to organize labor, and
• vocabulary terms segregation, Jim Crow laws, separate-but-

equal concept, convict lease system, and strike.

As Louisiana approached a new century, major social and economic struggles
continued. Those who preferred the traditional way of life clashed with those
who wanted a better future. Their clashes were often violent.
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Above: This 1891 Harper’s
Weekly cover illustrates the
mob murder of six Italians
in a New Orleans incident.

Segregation
The Bourbon Democrats did not stop with taking away the blacks’ right to

vote. They also passed laws that restricted their personal freedom. These laws
required segregation, public and social separation of the two races. The laws
were known as Jim Crow laws, the name of a character in a stage show. Jim
Crow laws were found in every southern state, as well as many other parts of
the United States. They resulted in separate restrooms, water fountains,
railroad cars, waiting rooms, dining areas, and schools. Facilities for blacks were
separate but rarely equal to those for whites. This segregation remained
the law and the way of life in Louisiana until the civil rights movement of
the 1960s.

The educated Creole African Americans of New Orleans
did not accept this loss of their rights without a legal
battle. They formed the Comité des Citoyens (French for
“Committee of Citizens”), an early civil rights organiza-
tion. In the early 1890s, one of its members, Homer Plessy,
challenged the Louisiana law requiring blacks to ride in
a separate car on trains. Because he was so light-skinned,
he had to tell the conductor he was a black man. He was
then arrested for riding in the white car.

Plessy sued, saying the law violated the Thirteenth
and Fourteenth amendments of the U.S. Constitution. The
case was appealed to and reviewed by the U.S. Supreme
Court. In 1896, the high court upheld the Louisiana law.
This court decision, referred to as Plessy v. Ferguson, le-
gally established the separate-but-equal concept. The
majority of the judges ruled that states could legally
require separate facilities as long as they were equal. From
1896 until 1954, when it was successfully challenged,
segregation was legal in the United States.

Violence
The attitude that created Jim Crow laws also gener-

ated violence. Every election brought brutality against
voters. Candidates themselves resorted to violence to settle their differences.
Some followed the formal code of duels, but others reacted immediately. Two
candidates had a shoot-out on Main Street in Farmerville in Union Parish. Milder
conflict led to insults and name-calling; one candidate, for example, called his
opponent a buzzard and a parasite.

The violence spread beyond campaigns and elections. Communities believed
they had the right to carry out their own justice. The definition of “justice”
depended on who had the power. Lynching (mob murder, usually by hanging)
was not uncommon. Large mobs sometimes gathered for these vigilante ac-
tions. Plans for some lynchings were even reported in newspapers in advance.

A vigilante is a member of a
self-appointed group that takes
the law into their own hands.
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�Homer Plessy was only
one-eighth black. However,

under Louisiana law, he
was considered black and
had to sit in the “Colored”

railway car.
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The worst violence was directed at black men, but the violence also involved
blacks against whites and blacks against blacks.

Immigrants were the targets of violence from both blacks and whites. In
the late nineteenth century, many immigrants left the poverty of Sicily and
came to the United States. Some of them settled in Louisiana, with the largest
number in New Orleans. In 1890, the city’s police chief was murdered, and ru-
mors spread that a secret Italian organization called the Mafia was responsible.

Nineteen Italians were arrested, tried, but not convicted. Nevertheless, a mob
took them from the jail and lynched them. This episode created a major interna-
tional incident. Some of the men who were hanged were Italian citizens. News-
papers around the United States criticized the mob mentality of New Orleans.

Convict Lease System
Another violent aspect of Louisiana life was the convict lease system. Af-

ter the Civil War, Louisiana and some other southern states devised a scheme
for cheap labor. To earn money, a state leased (rented) convicts from the state
penitentiary for work outside the prison.

In Louisiana, one man signed a contract saying he would pay the state a
certain amount of money to lease the prisoners. He then leased the men to
other people for a profit. The convicts were soon doing all of the dirtiest, most
dangerous work in the state—building levees, roads, and railroads.

Below: Leased convicts were
used to build the New
Orleans Pacific Railroad in
Natchitoches Parish.
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Above: Sugar workers at
Laurel Valley Plantation lived
in these houses. The sugar
workers tried unsuccessfully
to improve their living
and working conditions by
forming a labor union.

Their working and living condi-
tions were brutal. A man who was sen-
tenced to life in prison was usually
dead within seven years. A Clinton
newspaper commented, “The men on
the [public] works are brutally treated
and everybody knows it.” The writer
said their suffering was a thousand
times worse than the law intended as
punishment for their crimes.

Labor Problems
As Reconstruction ended, the

former slaves no longer had the pro-
tection of the United States army.

They faced an even harder life. Rumors spread throughout the South about a
better life in Kansas. There, it was said, a black man could start his own farm.
By 1879, thousands of black farm workers in Louisiana were willing to gamble
on this new life. They were called Exodusters, because they took part in the
exodus to Kansas.

The possible loss of their labor force disturbed the planters. Workers were
threatened and even physically stopped at the steamboat landings. Freedmen
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�
It was estimated that a

family of Exodusters needed
a minimum of $1,000 to
start a new life in Kansas.

The amount was beyond the
resources of most southern

blacks. Nevertheless, by
1890 more than half a

million African Americans
lived west of the Mississippi.



Above: Laurel Valley
Plantation Village outside
Thibodaux is the largest
surviving sugar plantation in
the United States. This was
the plantation store.

1. How did the Comité des Citoyens fight Jim Crow laws?
2. Give two example of the violence of these times.
3. What was the purpose of the convict lease system?
4. What are two examples of workers’ attempts to organize?

Check for UnderstandingCheck for Understanding✓✓

who reached Kansas were disappointed in the climate and in the treat-
ment they received. Some planters paid the return fare to bring their
workers back from Kansas.

Blacks were not the only ones hoping to improve their lot. All work-
ers wanted better working conditions after the Civil War. By the 1870s,
the Knights of Labor, an early labor union, organized in the United
States. In Louisiana, black sugar plantation workers joined this union.

At about the same time, sugar planters formed the Louisiana Sugar
Planters’ Association. They wanted to control their workers and im-
prove their sugar production. After a poor crop in 1886, the planters’
organization proposed lowering wages for the next season.

The workers, who had wanted a wage increase, threatened to strike.
A strike, a labor union’s main weapon, occurs when workers refuse
to work. One slogan of the sugar cane workers was “A dollar a day or
fight.” When sugar cane is ready to be cut, there is only a short time
to gather in the harvest. The threatened strike meant the crop might
be lost.

Many workers left the plantations and came into Thibodaux, where
the Knights of Labor had rented houses for the strikers. When the
planters tried to get the workers to return to the fields, a riot started.
Shooting broke out, and more than thirty workers were killed. Many

others were wounded. The strike was broken, and the powerless strikers were
forced to return to harvest the sugar cane.

Unions did not succeed in improving working conditions for timber workers
either, but they did create conflict. The Southern Lumber Operators’ Associa-
tion was formed in 1906 to stop the unions. The Brotherhood of Timber Work-
ers was organized in Louisiana in 1910. Two years later in Alexandria, it merged
with the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), whose members were known
as “wobblies.” The founder described this organization as the “Continental
Congress of the working class.” The IWW was closely associated with the So-
cialist Party and did not shy away from violence.

Two violent labor conflicts took place in 1911 and 1912 in the lumber towns
of Graybow and Merryville in Beauregard Parish. Workers were arrested and
charged with conspiracy, but they were acquitted (found not guilty).
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