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Executive Summary

Rendering of Projected Model Cities BROWNstone building, St. Paul, MN1

This community-engaged collaborative research project, administered by the
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs (CURA) at the University of Minnesota, Twin
Cities (UMN), was a combined effort between St. Paul Model Cities and the UMN’s
Department of African American & African Studies (AA&AS). The focus of my position
as a researcher was to assist in the historical research of the local movement for the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) in St. Paul, Minnesota from 1925 to 1941.
The research findings were added to the existing pool of information on St. Paul’s Black
railroad workers and labor history gathered under the direction of Associate Professor
Yuichiro Onishi (AA&AS). In Spring 2013, Professor Onishi taught the course called
Afro 3910: Black Minnesota History Project and engage three undergraduate students—
Amber Jones, Jennifer Patrias, and DeAndre Sully-Coleman—to work on original
historical research and writing.
As this research process moves forward, the body of historical knowledge on the
local movement for the BSCP will assist in informing the public space narrative of the St.
Paul Model Cities redevelopment initiative called Sustainable Spaces. This initiative
promotes the comingling of public art and public history to shape the overall process of
local urban redevelopment. Pictured above is a rendering of one of the St. Paul Model
Cities two mixed-use buildings, soon to be built, that will be situated on the corner of
Victoria Street and University Avenue in St. Paul.
There are three analytical foci that are central to this project and still need to be
fully developed:
(1) A deeper understanding of local leadership in the BSCP and its ties to other local
constituents and partners on both sides of the color line;
(2) The investigation of the inner dynamics of this local Black labor movement
mobilization, especially the dimension of radical politics in the 1920s and 30s,
both within the African American community and beyond; and
(3) The role of local Black women’s unionizing efforts.
Our historical inquiries were not quickly answered due to the scarcity of historical papers,
oral interviews, ephemera and secondary publications devoted to the local BSCP.
1

Model Cities 2014 Annual Report prepared by Model Cities of St. Paul, Inc. Rendering of Model Cities
BROWNstone, Trossen Wright Plutowski Architects.

4
However, we were able to collect enough of the history to provide nuance to the public
site, which it was intended for.
“Ultimately, the goal of this redevelopment project is to transform this
Victoria/University built environment into a crossroads of human, cultural, social,
and economic flows and exchanges…using both public art and public history.”
- Associate Professor Yuichiro Onishi

5
Goals of St. Paul Model Cities Community-engaged Collaborative Research

Artist Rendering of Pullman Porter Walk, 20132

The primary goal of this position in CURA was to continue to advance the
community-engaged collaborative research project. This work entails further unpacking
the history of African American railroad workers in St. Paul, particularly the organizers
and supporters of the movement for the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP).
The information ascertained in our investigation will be used to inform the
redevelopment initiative of Model Cities called the BROWNstone project. The
BROWNstone project is a mixed-use transit-oriented development that will include 35
units of affordable rental housing and approximately 20,000 ft2 of commercial space,
9,800 ft2 of which will house Model Cities’ offices, and the balance is leasable space for
retail and office uses. A Community Room will provide space for local groups and
organizations to hold meetings and events. The BROWNstone will also incorporate
environmental and cultural sustainability elements through the addition of a pocket park,
storm water management system, and a Reading Room, which will serve as an active and
vibrant gathering space for curators, artists, art historians, community members and
visitors to be introduced to a variety of artistic work. These spaces will be intertwined
with public art installations that celebrate the role of African American railroad workers,
who played an integral role in the civil rights movement and union organizing both
locally and nationally. This component of the development project is called Sustainable
Spaces and its goal is to use the power of public art and history to strengthen the cultural
vibrancy of the neighborhood while also integrating community gathering spaces along
the avenue that increase livability.
The BROWNstone will sit on the corner of Victoria Street and University Avenue
directly across the Victoria Station of the Central Corridor Light Rail Transit system
called the “Green Line” that links downtown St. Paul and downtown Minneapolis.
Specifically, at the center of its conceptualization is the history of African American
Pullman porters in St. Paul, particularly the organizers and supporters of the movement
for the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP).3
The research collected here will be used to help inform the narrative of the
reading room, the artistic walkway, and environmental elements of Model Cities new

2
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construction. In this way, our work will bridge community engagement and rail history
past and present.

St. Paul Model Cities Brownstone Schematic Design, Main Level Plan 2016

Community Room

Reading Room
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Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porter (BSCP) Research

Vintage photo from the A. Phillip Randolph Pullman Porter Museum collection 4

The National Context of the BSCP: A Brief History, 1867-1941
The Pullman Palace Car Company, founded by George Pullman in 1867,
manufactured luxury railroad sleeping and dining cars, and offered travelling patrons an
opportunity to “ ‘experience the Old South’ by riding in its well-appointed sleeping cars
complete with Black attendants.” Indeed, “race management” was very much intentional
on the part of Pullman. For instance, while “porters were at the beck and call of [white]
customers,” doing all that they desired and demanded, the very workforce, too, was
structured by a rigid racial hierarchy. The Company hired white workers, at higher pay,
as “conductors who sold and collected tickets.” In reality, the trouble for these porters is
that they often did everything that conductors were supposed to do, in addition to all the
work of preparing and cleaning the berths and responding to the needs of riders but at a
lower pay. The picture above that best captures this racial arrangement and dynamic.5
In addition, while Pullman porters were certainly paid better than all the other
low-wage Black industrial and service workers, sharecroppers, and agricultural workers,
this was so primarily due to the tipping system. To ensure tips from white clientele, the
porters had to exercise deference and absolute subservience. Thus, the practice of tipping
4

“All Aboard with the Pullman Porters,” accessed August 31, 2015,
http://projects.aljazeera.com/2014/pullman-trains/index.html.
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further reinforced the race-based system of paternalism that rendered Black men as less
than a man. Above all else, the denial of their dignity and respect appeared most
explicitly in how white passengers called them. The Pullman porters were never
identified by their own names. They were nothing but “George,” the first name of the
Company founder. This distinct racial arrangement reproduced the longstanding problem
of the master-slave relationship of the antebellum era in the post-slavery period. It is not
an overstatement to assert that the slave plantation dynamic was made anew by the
Pullman Company. From the 1880s to the 1950s African American railroad workers were
largely relegated to service jobs within the booming industry. Women and men worked as
domestics, waiters, and other unskilled laborers.
In the existing annals of the American labor movement, the Pullman Company
appears as the center of labor agitation during the turn of the twentieth century. In 1894,
for instance, the factory workers in Pullman, Illinois, under the leadership of socialist
Eugene V. Debs of the American Railway Union (ARU), carried out the strike and
boycott against the Company. However, this labor radicalism was not in the service of
elevating the rights and standing of Black workers. Far from it, it furthered strengthened
the racial division within the working class. The Black workers were not fellow workers
in the Pullman Strike; they were strikebreakers because the ARU excluded the Black
workers. In the end, the strike was disastrous. Some 14,000 federal troops were brought
in to put down the striking workers, making it one of the bloodiest labor struggles in
United States history.6
The Black workers in the railroad industry, eventually, did organize themselves
into segregated unions, although both white American Federation of Labor (AFL) unions
and company officials at once resisted and co-opted their efforts. The First World War
period, in particular, was an important turning point. In March 1918, the War Labor
Conference Board gave railroad workers the rights to organize themselves into unions
and collectively bargain with their employers for better wages and working conditions.
This was a boon for the railroad workers, both Black and white, although their
experiences were not the same, given the deep-seated white working-class racism. As a
wartime measure, the federal government moved toward the nationalization of the
railroad industry; the U.S. Railroad Administration (USRA) came into existence for a
brief period from 1918 to 1920. The Black railroaders’ unionization movement was part
and parcel of this specific wartime political development.7
In this context, Pullman porters began organizing. Some of leading spokesmen
testified before the Board of Railroad Wages and Working Conditions and applied
pressured to the USRA. Meanwhile the rank-and-file strengthened their bonds at the
grassroots. Locals were established across the country. The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car
Porters Protective Union, established in 1919, was one of the organizations that sought to
represent the interests of porters employed by various companies, including Pullman.
6
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Frank Boyd, the St. Paul-based Pullman porter, was actively involved in this early
unionization effort locally and nationally.8
Another unionization effort was led by the group called the Railway Men’s
International Benevolent Industrial Association (RMIBIA). The RMIBIA sought to bring
together all of the Black railroad workers—porters, dining car waiters, firemen, and
trainmen. Robert L. Mays, the African American dining car waiter, buoyed this
movement. According to the historian Eric Arnesen, the RMBIA garnered a significant
support from the Black worker, “claiming at its height in 1920 a membership of 15,000;
Chicago alone boasted some seventeen chapters with about 1,200 members in 1922.”9
The Pullman Company’s response to Black railroad workers’ mobilization was
swift. To stifle their effort, it created its own group, the Pullman Porters Benefits
Association of America (PPBAA), and, later in 1920, reconstituted as the Employee
Representation Plan (ERP). The ERP was a company union. While the ERP presented
itself as an entity responsible for deciding work rules and wages and offering a hearing
for infractions by superiors or passengers, the porter representatives were primarily
agents hand-picked by the Company.10
In the postwar era, some of the Black railroad workers, especially Pullman
porters in New York, grew tired of all the ways in which their efforts to fight for civil
rights and economic justice were curtailed by the Company, as it systematically either
suppressed independent organizing activity or co-opted some of the leaders of the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters Protective Union and the RMIBIA to join the
ERP.11 Ashley L. Totten, based in Harlem, was one of those activists. He was a Pullman
porter that other fellow porters looked up to as their leader. He moved up the ranks within
the ERP with solid support from the rank and file nationally, eventually becoming an
elected delegate at the Company-sponsored labor mediation conference. Totten fought a
hard battle. The historian Beth Tompkins Bates writes, “The delegates had hoped to win a
concession, at the least, reducing their 400-hour month closer to 240-hours per month,
which was the minimum negotiated by the Order of Sleeping Car Conductors [white
union]. Conductors also made over twice as much per month while working many fewer
hours and enjoying a six-hour-a-night-sleep allowance.”12 The outcome ultimately proved
the ineffectiveness of the ERP; the need for an independent labor union became crystal
clear.
Given that the Pullman Company had quite effectively penetrated the rank-file
porters, Totten looked to the leader with no ties to the work of Pullman porters. Between
June and August 1925, Totten and others found in A. Philip Randolph the necessary
characteristics and capacities. A highly respected civil lights and labor activistintellectual that embodied the position and vision of a new Black protest politics that was
not elitist and preeminent, like that of W. E. B. Du Bois, nor accommodationist, like that
8
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of Booker T. Washington or sensationlist, like that of Marcus Garvey, Randolph
presented the singular significance of African American manhood rights as the
cornerstone of the struggle for American democracy. Under his leadership, the movement
for the BSCP was officially launched in August 1925. It represented a decisive break
from earlier struggles carried out by the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters Protective
Union and the RMIBIA. By October 1925, Randolph and several Pullman porters began
their crusade in Chicago, Illinois, the nerve center of the Pullman Company, looking to
gain the support of the Pullman porters, as well as various constituents within the Black
community that were bound up in the patronage system with the Pullman Company.13
Crucial to BSCP’s mobilization was the active participation of African American
women, particularly the clubwomen movement activists. With much needed help from
the towering activist, Ida B. Wells-Burnett, then based in Chicago and the central figure
in the local and national clubwomen movement, Randolph began to organize the wives of
porters to elicit support from those men who were undecided. Bates writes:
The same spirit of independence, which had characterized the activities of
clubwomen affiliated with Well-Barnett, led several Chicago clubwomen in
December 1925 to ignore public opinion against the Brotherhood and invite A.
Philip Randolph, head of the BSCP, to hear what he had to say. Randolph spoke
at the Chicago and Northern District Federation of Women’s Clubs in early
December 1925. Two weeks later, another group, the Woman’s Forum, heard
Randolph speak in home of Ida B. Wells-Barnett.14
Wells Club women were instrumental in giving balance to the slander of the local African
American newspapers, namely the Chicago Defender, and the Pullman Company against
the unionization efforts of the Pullman porters under the umbrella of Brotherhood.
After a few years of traveling around the country lecturing, educating, and
generating excitement over Black manhood rights and the cause of unionism, by 1928 A.
Phillip Randolph could boast a peak in BSCP membership (4,632 Porters and Maids),
and was allied with the American Federation of Labor (AFL). 1928 was also the year
BSCP members voted to strike bringing attention to the bargaining rights of primarily
black porters. The strike was cancelled in June. The cancellation of the strike was a blow
to the supporters who voted for it.
However, the leaders of the BSCP continued to tirelessly work for a full-fledged
membership in the AFL, better working conditions and more adequate pay. Membership
numbers were discouraging in 1932, dropping to 771. However, the New Deal
administration engereded new possibilities in a broader American public life. The passing
of the Watson-Parker Railway Labor Act, in 1934, may have been what the BSCP needed
to prevail. The Watson-Parker Railway Labor Act eliminated company-run unions and
granted workers the right to organize for themselves. The BSCP became a legitimate
member of the AFL, Charter #18078, in 1934 and by 1935 the first collective bargaining
13
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election between the BSCP and the Pullman Porters Protective Association (PPPA)
commenced. Randolph and his Brotherhood were making strides in their unionizing
effort, although there was still the matter of negotiating a proper contract with the
Pullman Company, which would not happen for three more years.15
The BSCP won its first contract with the Pullman Company in 1937, a contract
that would be re-negotiated every three years.16 This victory did not cease BSCP work
toward economic equality, however. 1937 was also the year NAACP leadership changed
their opposition to the BSCP; leaders Walter White and Roy Wilkins officially shifted
their support in favor of the New Unionist Movement effectively preparing the
organization for the ensuing Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s.17
The threat of a massive March on Washington spurred President Franklin D.
Roosevelt, on June 25, 1941, to issue Executive Order 8802 banning workplace
discrimination based on race, color, religion, or national origin. The United States
government recognized the might of the BSCP, opting to legislate rights for marginalized
workers instead of deal with a massive protest in Washington D.C. The Fair Employment
Practices Commission (FEPC) was then established to oversee the enforcement of the
discrimination ban.
During the World War II period, the BSCP became a force to be reckoned with laying the groundwork for the rise of the modern Civil Rights Movement in the 1950s
and 1960s. Locally, in St. Paul, Pullman porters and their wives, as well as their allies on
both sides of the color line entered this movement. But not all porters and community
members in St. Paul endorsed the cause of the BSCP. There were segments of the
community that thought porters were being too militant in their approach more equitable
wages and working conditions. The Twin Cities was a sight of such tension and also a
sight of great leadership.

15
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The 1928 Roald Amundsen Pullman Private Railroad Car 18

GUIDING QUESTIONS
a. Identify the dynamism of local Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porter (BSCP)
leadership and organizations that chose to align with what was understood to be a
militant labor group.
b. Do a deep reading of local African American newspaper publications, specifically
the St. Paul Echo and the Twin Cities Herald. What were the issues African
Americans encountered in Saint Paul and Minneapolis and how was the
community talking about those issues?
c. We know that organizing Pullman porter labor took on a heavy masculine tone,
however women were central in the organizing efforts that lead to the ultimate
success of the BSCP. We sought to better identify women leaders in this labor
movement. Who were these women? What roles did they serve? And what
organizations they belonged to?

Ode to the Brotherhood
We stand for truth and right
We’re in to win the fight;
God is our King.
He loves humanity
And wills us liberty.
He guides us on our way
Both night and day.

We are an army strong;
We fight for right, not wrong.
God lead us on.
We’ll march to victory;
Truth is our sword and shield.
Let come what will or may,
We’re not dismayed.

Truth right and love will stand
The test in any land;
God rules on high.
So valiant soldiers brave,
Triumphant, pave the way.
To arms, the sword unsheathe
For liberty.

Mattie Mae Stafford
(Poem printed in The Messenger, Jan 1927)

18
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Local BSCP Biographies and Community Organizations
*Written and Edited by Yuichiro Onishi, Amber Jones, Jennifer Patrias, and DeAndre Sully-Coleman

Map of the City of Saint Paul, MN 1931 Created by Richard H Burbank19

Frank Boyd
Born in Kansas City, Kansas in 1881, Boyd migrated to St. Paul, Minnesota when he was
twenty-three years old. Once settled, he began working as a porter for the Pullman
Company on the Northern Pacific Railroad in 1907. Along the way he participated in
earlier porters’ struggles for the living wage and better working conditions. During the
World War I era, he joined the organization called the Railway Men’s International
Benevolent Association (RMIBIA). Nationally, the RMIBIA was led by Robert L. Mays,
locally, George Shannon and Augustus Jones all held the leadership positions. During
this era of World War I, the railroad industry had come under federal control, and this
major change animated Railroad workers’ unionization efforts. Frank Boyd recalled,
“Every thinking porter was talking organization.” Shortly after the First World War,
Boyd joined the organization called the Pullman Porters Benefit Association (PPBA)
headed by Perry Parker nationally. In St. Paul, the PPBA (Local 3) was led by George
Shannon, Alexander W. Jordan, Cecil Newman, and C. Ross.
However, Boyd did not stay with these
organizations. These organizations had come
under the control of the Pullman Company,
specifically labor management arrangement
known as the Employees Representation Plan
(ERP). Such local leaders as George Shannon
became the representatives of this “company
union.” Thus, with a fellow labor activist Paul
Caldwell Boyd helped launch the St. Paul
Chapter of the BSCP in January 1926 when the
national movement started mobilizing under
the leadership of A. Philip Randolph.

19
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Boyd at his Desk

He, along with fellow organizer Paul Caldwell, built a solid platform for the union’s
political action. He developed connections with local supporters of the movement. With
the same ideology as A. Philip Randolph on a national scale, Boyd echoed his protest
agenda in the Rondo community. Boyd, however, paid the price for organizing the union
movement against the Pullman Company. Shortly after launching the St. Paul BSCP, he
was fired as a Pullman porter. Thereafter, he became a meatpacking worker at the
Armour Meat Packing Plant. Yet, Boyd continued as an unpaid organizer for the cause of
the BSCP, one that he would maintain throughout the rest of his life.
Highly notable achievements in his life include organizing approximately 700 members
for the Twin Cities branch of the BSCP, initiating a petition demanding a living wage pay
for Pullman porters that was sent to the Interstate Commerce Commission, and serving as
a member of the Brotherhood’s International Executive Board.
In a speech to Boyd in 1951, the nationally acclaimed civil rights leader and the national
organizer of the BSCP A. Philip Randolph said, "You have been a true revolutionist and
will go down in labor history as a great organizer and an inspiration to the men of Local
3." Frank Boyd passed away in 1962, but his legacy lives on in the Twin Cities as a man
who devoted his life to the fight for African American workers’ rights. His name was
given to a park in St. Paul on Selby and Western in 1976 in respect of his activism
efforts. Below his bust is the inscription, “Frank Boyd: A Fighter for His Union, His
People, and His Class.”20

Bust of Frank Boyd at Boyd Park, 335 Selby
Avenue, St. Paul, MN 55102
20
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St. Paul Echo, 1926

Minnie Boyd
Minnie Boyd stood by her husband Frank Boyd as
not just a participant in the local movement for the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP), but
one of the steadfast organizers. Every step of the
way, until her death on March 14, 1954, Minnie
Boyd delivered her presence in a myriad of ways. A
consummate organizer, through good times and bad
times, she and other women were largely responsible
for planning social venues for the cause of BSCP
civil rights unionism – from the bid whist
tournaments and other benefit events for those in
need to the hosting of dinner for national BSCP
organizers such as A. Philip Randolph and Ashley
Totten when they were in town. Certainly she did
canvassing work in the community to build—little
by little—a movement culture. Most noteworthy was
Minnie Boyd’s role in local African American
women’s activism. She was one of the core women
activists that helped organize the group called the
Colored Women’s Pioneer Economic Club in St.
Paul in the nascent years of BSCP formation in St.
Paul in 1926. This local clubwomen
activism eventually laid the groundwork for the
constitution of the Women’s Economic
Council/Ladies Auxiliary of the BSCP that became
the backbone of the movement for the BSCP by the
1940s. Although the organizational structure of
movement building was segregated by gender,
Chicago Defender, 1954

Black women activists and participants of the movement, like Minnie Boyd, knew that
without their committed work at the grassroots, the movement would not last. Given their
husbands were away from home and community, doing their runs for an extended period,
they knew they had to become the anchor of the movement locally.21

21

Chateauvert, Marching Together; “Women Organize Economic Club,” St. Paul Echo, August 21, 1926,
Minnesota Historical Society; Chicago Defender, March 27, 1954.

16

Paul Caldwell & Julia Caldwell
With Frank Boyd, Paul Caldwell was a guiding
light in the local movement for the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP). In mid-January
1926, Caldwell and Boyd called two consecutive
meetings in St. Paul. These meetings were held at
Welcome Hall on St. Anthony Avenue and
Farrington Hall. More than 50 men and their wives
and supporters attended the first meeting. Also
present at this meeting was Rev. L. W. Harris of
Pilgrim Baptist Church. Linking the Minnesota
BSCP effort to the wider cause of civil rights
unionism, both Boyd and Caldwell explained, “the
local movement for organization is but a part of
the national drive being carried on under the
director of A. Philip Randolph, general organizer
The Messenger, 1927

and editor of The Messenger Magazine.” For the next several years, Paul Caldwell served
as the secretary-treasurer of the Twin Cities District and the member of the BSCP
Executive Board, working alongside the national organizer A. Philip Randolph and such
regional leaders as Roy Lancaster of New York, M. P. Webster of Chicago, Ashley
Totten of New York, C. L. Dellums of Oakland, and E. J. Bradley of St. Louis.
In 1930, Paul Caldwell was selected
to carry out the work of organizing
the “Southern territory,” so the family
relocated to St. Louis, Missouri. His
wife Julia Caldwell held the position
of leadership in the St. Louis chapter
of the Colored Women’s Economic
Council. In 1940, however, Paul
Caldwell died rather unexpectedly.
The tragic news of his untimely death
saddened the members of the Twin
Cities District of the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters:
St. Paul Echo, 1926

“The passing of Brother Paul L. Caldwell, who was our first Local secretary-treasurer,
came as a shock to us. Brother Caldwell’s work during the trying days left such a deep
impression that his memory shall never be forgotten in our Division. We extend our
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sympathy to Mrs. Caldwell, ‘Dad’, and other brothers.”
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Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters National Leadership, The Messenger, 1927

22

“Porters’ Union Holds Meeting,” St. Paul Echo, January 16, 1926, Minnesota Historical Society;
“Division Notes,” Black Worker, September 9, 1930; “BSCP National Leadership,” Black Worker, June 1,
1930; “Twin Cities Division Mourns the Passing of Two Able Leaders,” Black Worker, March 1, 1940;
Paul L. Caldwell, “Our Local Struggle to Organize St. Paul, Minnesota,” The Messenger, January 1927;
“Porters Given Hearing,” St. Paul Echo, October 1, 1926, Minnesota Historical Society.

18

Fannie Hall Wright
Fannie Hall Wright was a prominent community leader in the Twin Cities during the era
in which the local movement for the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) began
building the cause of civil rights unionism in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Born in
1878 in Camelsburg, Kentucky, Fannie Hall Wright moved to Minnesota with her
husband John S. Wright in the 1890s. Despite having not completed high school, unlike
her husband, Wright was known to have a “mother wit,” having “natural high
intelligence” and an “indomitable will” that would define her life in Minnesota and her
legacy.
As the Wrights settled in the neighboring community of Robbinsdale, eventually buying
a farm in 1916, they frequented the Twin Cities often, particularly because they owned
apartment buildings in the Phillips neighborhood of Minneapolis. They became close
friends with Cecil Newman’s family, the editor of the Twin City Herald, and then
publisher of the Minneapolis Spokesman newspaper. With prominent friendships with
Newman, W. Gertrude Brown of the Phyllis Wheatley House, and others, the Wrights
grew to be more active in the Twin Cities community over time. At every turn, Fannie
Hall Wright positioned herself to be a prominent figure herself among Black women and
other community leaders.
The Wrights were strong figures in the Christian communities in the Twin Cities as well,
despite their denominational differences. John Wright identified with the Baptist
tradition, and he was a founding member of Bethesda Baptist Church in Minneapolis.
Fannie Wright, however, identified with the African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.)
tradition, and was a fervent member of St. Peter’s A.M.E. Church in South Minneapolis.
Both traditions have a longstanding history of religious and community development in
the African American community, which demonstrates how both traditions influenced the
Wrights’ community activities. Both churches were home to a wide array of members
representing various social clubs in the Twin Cities African American community,
thereby giving the Wrights the opportunity to build networks and partnerships.
Fannie Hall Wright immersed herself in Twin Cities community and social organizations.
She was a member of the Colored Women’s Pioneer Economic Club, in which she served
as President of the Minneapolis Chapter. She was also active in he Prince Hall Women’s
Auxiliary, the Order of the Eastern Star, and the Phyllis Wheatley House. In addition, she
also extended support to other organizations. For example, when the local chapter of the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters hosted A. Philip Randolph and Ashley Totten in
November 1927, Wright entertained the two during their stay.
Fannie Hall Wright was able to sustain a longstanding career of community organizing,
lasting well into the 1930s. In the late 1950s, she moved from Minneapolis with her
sister, following the death of her husband year’s prior, to live in Savannah, Georgia.23
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George Shannon
George Shannon was one of the visible African American activists and veteran porters in
St. Paul and Minneapolis during the years in which Pullman porters began the
unionization campaign. Throughout the early 1900s, Shannon worked for both the
Pullman Company and the Great Northern Railway. Particularly during the First World
War period, he responded to the growth of African American railroaders’ union
organizing activity. He became one of the close allies of Robert L. Mays, the leader of
the African American railroaders’ organization called the Railway Men’s International
Benevolent Industrial Association (RMIBIA) that sought to bring together workers
occupying diverse positions in the railroad industry. Another organization that Pullman
porters belonged to during the First World War unionization campaign was called the
Pullman Porters Benefit Association (PPBA), led by the Perry Parker of Chicago before
the rise of A. Philip Randolph-led Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) in August
1925, these two organizations were primary vehicles for Pullman porters to win small
wage increases and improved benefits and working conditions. Shortly after the First
World War in the early 1920s, Shannon emerged as the local leader of the PPBA. With
such local leaders as A. W. Jordan, Cecil Newman, and C. Ross, the PPBA spread its
influence in both St. Paul and Minneapolis.

St. Paul Echo, 1926

Twin City Herald, 1927

In response, two local leaders, Frank Boyd and Paul Caldwell, as well as supporters of
the newly formed Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) began mobilizing the
counter-movement against the ERP in the winter of 1925-26, Boyd once belonged to the
PPBA, but cut his ties with it because it was working against the interests of porters.
Shannon, on the other hand, remained a defender of the ERP and a fierce opponent of the
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BSCP throughout the early years of BSCP formation. His approach was to become an
advocate for porters without being antagonistic toward the Pullman Company. He
believed in corporate paternalism to improve porters’ living standard and urged porters to
show loyalty to the Company and its Employee Representation Plan. Such a position
afforded him a promotion, for he moved up in ranks within the Pullman Company as the
“official” representative of porters. “For the first time,” writes Melinda Chateauvert, “two
African Americans, George Shannon, a porter, and Perry Parker, an official in the
Pullman Porters Benefit Association, became members of the Board of Industrial
Relations to hear porters’ grievances.”24
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Phyllis Wheatley House & W. Gertrude Brown
Located on 809 Aldrich Avenue in North Minneapolis, the Phyllis Wheatley House was a
settlement house established through the Women’s Christian Association around 1924.
The House was very active within the African American community. It provided housing
to African Americans both in their own facilities or through partnerships with
neighborhood initiatives.

Phyllis Wheatley Community Center on Aldrich Ave N, Minneapolis, MN25
The House was also a valuable space for supporting community organizations and the
local Black Twin Cities movements occurring during the period. The House offered
meeting space to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) early on in its
inception of the local St. Paul chapter. For example, the St. Paul Echo reported that The
House hosted the inaugural BSCP meeting in Minneapolis in mid-January 1926 and
brought together porters to hear the BSCP case to build the independent union. Also, in
November 1927, when A. Philip Randolph and Ashley Totten visited the Twin Cities,
they were entertained at the Phyllis Wheatley House. In addition to supporting the BSCP,
the House offered meeting space to The Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs,
American Legion, American Legion Auxiliary, Ministerial Alliance, and other
organizations.

Photo Courtesy of African American
Registry
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Central to the leadership of the Phyllis Wheatley House was
Ms. W. Gertrude Brown, a nationally recognized organizer
and leader. Brown was able to build the reputation of the
House to be a welcoming space for all to commune, organize,
and grow through her strategic partnerships and powerful
friendships. Many of the leaders of these organizations that
frequented the House were also good friends of Brown. For
example, Fannie Hall Wright (Colored Women’s Pioneer
Economic Club, Prince Hall Women’s Auxiliary, Order of the
Eastern Star) was a very active member of the Phyllis
Wheatley House and a close friend of Brown. W. Gertrude
Brown also extended the Phyllis Wheatley House’s reach to
the University of Minnesota through a valuable partnership

http://www.pwccenter.org/about-us/phyllis-wheatley-community-center-history/
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St. Paul Echo 1926

that allowed prominent African Americans to travel to the Twin Cities and provide the
Convocation addresses to new students. In the Twin Cities, African Americans had very
few places that would take them in as guests, so the House offered housing to these
guests while the University covered other travel expenses. Such renowned African
American activists and writers as Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and Angelo
Herndon gave Convocation addresses and stayed at the Phyllis Wheatley House. They
also gave readings and recitations at the House to other guests. 26
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Pilgrim Baptist Church & Rev. L.W. Harris
Reverend L. W. (Lee Ward) Harris was an early endorser of the St. Paul Chapter of the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP). When the St. Paul Chapter was launched,
he attended the first organized meeting at Welcome Hall on Wednesday, January 13th,
1926. As the movement progressed, Reverend Harris opened his church -- Pilgrim Baptist
Church -- as a place for the promotion of the BSCP. He invited the likes of A Philip
Randolph and Frank Boyd to speak on behalf of the movement and encouraged porters in
the congregation to join the cause.
Established in 1863, Pilgrim Baptist Church in St. Paul is the oldest African American
church in Minnesota. Robert T. Hickman was the first African American and longest
serving pastor of this church. He performed his duty of ministry from 1863 to 1886. In
the 150-year history of Pilgrim Baptist Church, Reverend L. W. Harris comes second in
terms of the number of years in the ministry. He was the minister from 1922 to 1938, and
it was during this period the church solidified its preeminence and prominence in St. Paul
as the population of African Americans in Minnesota grew. In 1928, for instance,
Reverend Harris was instrumental in erecting the new and improved church building on a
plot on the corner of Grotto Street and Central Avenue -- 732 W. Central Avenue -- in the
Rondo neighborhood, where, to this day, the church stands. Along the way, he helped
build the solid congregation.
Also notable was Reverend Harris’s commitment to the twofold cause of racial uplift and
integration in Minnesota. He not only jumpstarted the civil rights activities and
institutional developments, but also played the role that of a pacesetter throughout the
1920s and 1930s. Meanwhile, the members of his church remained just as responsive and
engaged as he was. For this, Pilgrim Baptist Church came to function as a crossroads of
varying political and ideological orientations during this period.

Photo Courtesy of UMN Model Cities Website

Pilgrim Baptist Church, Photo Courtesy of Wikipedia
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The case in point, for instance, is the place of the following two local leaders of the
Pullman porters’ organizations in Pilgrim Baptist Church: Frank Boyd of the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) and Alexander W. Jordan of the Pullman
Porters Benefit Association (PPBA). Interestingly, despite vast political and ideological
differences between the BSCP and the PPBA, one group fighting for civil rights unionism
independently of the Pullman Company, while the other tightly bound up with its
corporate paternalism, Boyd and Jordan, at one point, served together as deacons.
According to historian James Alexander Robinson, the chronicler of the 150-year history
of Pilgrim Baptist Church, “Pilgrim Baptist Church played a central role in establishing
the organizational network that included the local chapters of the National Association
for the Advancement of Association for the Advancement of Colored People (1913) and
National Urban League (1923), as well as the building of Union Hall (1915), later
Welcome Hall (now the Ober Boys Club), and the Hallie Q. Brown House (1929; now
The Martin Luther King, Jr. Community Center).” Under the leadership of L. W. Harris,
Pilgrim Baptist Church evolved into the main vector of local African American activism
in all its richness and complexity. 27

St. Paul Echo 1927
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Earl Wilkins & St. Paul Echo
Born in 1905 in Holly Springs, Mississippi, Earl Wilkins -- along with his older brother
Roy and older sister Armeda -- migrated to St. Paul, Minnesota when he was still an
infant to live with Samuel and Elizabeth Williams, his uncle and aunt, due to the death of
his mother Mayfield. With consent from William DeWitt Wilkins,
the husband, Elizabeth, who was Mayfield’s sister, took the three children out of the Jim
Crow South and became their surrogate mother.
Earl Wilkins thrived as a young boy, attending local public schools in St. Paul. He
attended Mechanic Arts High School. In 1921, following his brother Roy, he entered the
University of Minnesota, Twin Cities. Although still a junior, Owen Howell, the owner of
the St. Paul Echo, recruited Earl to serve as the editor of the short-lived Black newspaper.
From 1925 to 1927, he transformed the St. Paul Echo into the voice of Minnesota’s civil
rights struggles.
They Can Be Nice
It is so often the high and pleasurable function of the Negro
paper to point out the unfair treatment of the race that an
opportunity for a criticism of a different nature is more than
acceptable.
The local daily papers share a fault which is common to most
large white dailies the country over. When a Negro does anything
that is the least untoward, the story of it is given prominent place on
the front page. When one of us commits the same sort of crime that
white men are committing with us every day in the year, the story is
headline out of all proportion to the actual news value of the item,
and “Negro” is generally played up in large point boldface type.
Within the last two months The Echo has had occasion to point
out this fault in both the local dailies.
Every once in a while, however, a close reading of the columns
of thee papers reveals honorable and commendatory mention of the
Negro and his accomplishments. In the Sunday edition of The St. Paul
Daily News for the present week, there were on the pages devoted to
literary comment, two references to Negro achievements which were
presented in a completely unbiased form, and with laudable
deference.
The development of jazz, a dubious child which the Negro it
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seems will be forced to accept willy-nilly, was
attributed by one of the notable authorities on
the subject to the American Negro. It was
stated flatly and unequivocally in the take-itor-leave-it-for-it’s-true style which admits of
no argument or questioning that the fact was
so.
In another place William Stanley
Braithwaite, the anthologist, was referred to as
“the noted authority and verse critic.” It was
pointed out that he had “accepted” a certain
bit of verse for his next anthology. The next
day, the sport page carried a picture of the
youthful colored sprinter from Duluth who had
carried off high honors in the state high school
track meet Saturday.
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Earl Wilkin’s tenure at the St. Paul Echo coincided with the formation of the local
movement for the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP). Unlike other local Black
newspapers that avoided association with the emergent unionization movement of
porters, the Echo under Wilkins’s editorship expressed support. Paul Caldwell, the local
leader of the BSCP, acknowledged Echo's solidarity in the pages of The Messenger
published in January 1927: “I must also here commend the young editor for his fair and
impartial stand toward space in his columns, and at one time he printed an editorial in our
favor.”
The New Emancipation
Without a doubt the most significant movement in Negro labor in
recent years, the present organization movement among Pullman porters bids
fair to become a long-dreamed-of reality within a very few months.
The present attempt to organize this most important cog in the
Pullman service is the third trial for organization. Former efforts have been
foiled by various causes. Chief among them has been the open or disguised
opposition of the Pullman company.
Needless to say, the company has not been passive during the present
campaign for unionization. The barriers, which it has erected, however, have
been either torn down or ignored. Latest reports from the East show that
porters in all parts of the country have been so solidly behind the movement
that it will be but a matter of a short time before the percentage of men
organized will be sufficient to gain recognition before the federal labor
tribunal.
This is an action, which should have been accomplished long ago.
Thinkers in the ranks of the porters have tried for long to realize this aim of
organization. And now it seems that the aim is to become a reality.
Local Organizers are highly enthusiastic over the prospects of a high
percentage of organization in the Twin Cities. Meetings already held for the
purpose of fostering the movement have been well attended and indicative of
a spirit to make the national union from the point of view of a local chapter
at least a huge success. Exuberance on the part of the employees, and cooperation from representative townspeople has been characteristic of these
gatherings.
That same exuberance has been felt in all the large cities of the country
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where organization has been attempted. The feeling can be explained in
part because the time is ripe for the movement, and in still greater measure
because of the vigorous way in which the organizers have gone about their
work.
It seems that very shortly the porter will no longer be exploited; that he
will receive a decent wage, and that he will not be forced to keep inhumanly
long hours. If he views the situation in that light, there can be no doubt that
the movement will be an overwhelming success; to the porters, a greater
desire to help themselves; and to the organizers, even more zeal, more
determination. And to both, ultimate success!

Editorial, St. Paul Echo, January 23, 1926
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When the Echo ceased publication in 1927, Earl joined his brother Roy in Kansas to write
for the Kansas City Call. By then, Roy Wilkins had helped transform both the contents
and orientation of this weekly Black newspaper into one of the most well circulated
Black presses in the nation. In the early 1930s, Roy Wilkins joined the NAACP under the
leadership of Walter White. In the 1930s, he served as the editor of the Crisis Magazine,
the organ of the NAACP. After the death of White in 1955, Roy Wilkins was appointed
the executive secretary of the NAACP. He went on to play a central role in the
development of the Modern Civil Rights Movement during the Civil Rights era.28
MEN AMONG MEN
Passivity in Negroes is no longer a virtue. The white world which
surrounds the black American is grasping, pushing, fighting and
shouting for the fruits of materialism. It has raised achievement to a
place in the sun among the idols, and has bruised its own lower
element and the mass of Negroes in its headlong worship of it.
The time has come when Negroes themselves should master a bit of
the philosophy of their white neighbors. Good nature, kindliness, the
friendly spirit should not be thrown over as useless, but they should
be removed from the immediate foreground of interracial relations. In
the world of today, the spirit which will conquer, which will win
respect, rights, honor, praise, is the spirit militant.
Too long has there been a yielding attitude on the part of the Negro
mass. Too little has there been evinced the spirit of conquest and of
demand. The general theme has been retraction rather than
aggression. And that attitude has been the cause of greater and
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greater encroachment upon what we are pleased to term out unattained
rights.
In St. Paul, this far northern city where we boast of our freedom, there are
eating places which will flatly refuse service to colored patrons; there are
hostelries which will not admit Negroes who wish to secure lodgings; there
are stores which “are known to discourage colored patronage;” and the list
could be continued ad infinitum.
Those conditions are the result of the attitude which St. Paulites have
exhibited for years—a passive, non-resisting, harmful view of encroaching
discrimination. That type of thinking should be thrown off as though it were
a poisonous drug. It is a drug, sapping form us the strength or the manhood
THE EXPLOITED PULLMAN PORTERS
necessary to protest strongly against hurtful practices.
The laws of economics are such that you cannot have what you cannot
Let us resolve to do away with it. Let us stand firm and acquiescence to
take. It is the law of the might. When a person is satisfied no one opens
veiled or open discrimination. Let us be men fighting and standing among
that individual’s pockets and forces something good into them.
men, but let us have done with pretense and shameful acquiescence.

Editorial,
St. Paul
Echo,
March
27,cutting
1926 of a fine melon,
The Pullman porters
are missing
their
share
in the
because they have not organized and taken their share. According to a
Wall Street announcement three financial giants are to re-organize the
Pullman Co. When the re-organization is consummated, stock holders
[sic] will received two and one-half shares of stock in a new holding
company for each share of stock $100 par [sic] value now held in the
Pullman Co. This means that 1,350,000 outstanding shares, whose market
value has fluctuated between 186 and 188 ½, will be turned into
3,375,000 shares.
The “Yes-sah-boss” porter is content to let his wife assist in the support
of the family, and permit his children to get their education the best they
can. If he would organize he would get his fair share of that great melon.
But Hon. Thos. Sullivan says you cannot organize a lot of crazy folks.

Editorial, The St. Paul Echo, February 5, 1927
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Welcome Hall (One of the BCSP Meeting Places)
Welcome Hall served as the meeting place when the St. Paul chapter of the Brotherhood
of Sleeping Car Porters held its inaugural meetings in mid-January 1926. The St. Paul
Echo reported, “more than fifty men and their wives attended the first of two consecutive
St. Paul meetings.”
Established in 1916, Welcome Hall was a community center tied to Zion Presbyterian
Church, an African American mission congregation supported and sponsored by white
Presbyterian congregations. It was under the leadership of Reverend George W. Camp
and his wife Anna Camp. Welcome Hall became a hub of social services and recreational
activities in the Rondo neighborhood.29
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Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA)

St. Paul Echo 1926

The Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) began in the United States in 1858
as a movement advocating social support, racial justice, and political/economic
advancement for women. Although specified toward women, it is clear from knowledge
of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) movement that the YWCA had a civil
rights agenda not dissimilar to that of the BSCP and other African American men’s
unions. In Marching Together, Melinda Chateauvert describes this network of women as
emphasizing “collective action and the importance of participation in ‘group work’,
which it believed was the means to give the individual a connection to social change”.30
In the 1920s, the residents of St. Paul’s Rondo community found support and recreation
in a few community facilities. One of these was the Rondo branch of the YWCA, located
on 598 West Central Avenue. Countless women who were members of this branch took
part in the BSCP movement, as all were advocates of civil rights and many were married
to men of the BSCP. The YWCA served the community until 1928, when it closed. Its
closing inspired the Urban League to organize a new center which would be called the
Hallie Q. Brown Community Center in Union Hall at the corner of Aurora and Kent.
Although the organization has transformed over time, it has grown to be the largest
women’s organization in the world with the motto “eliminating racism, empowering
women”.31
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Colored Women’s Pioneer Economic Club
From the outset, local African American women’s activism and the movement for
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) in St. Paul and Minneapolis were joined at
the hip. Yet often women activists’ place in the movement has been overlooked.
In St. Paul, African American women who entered the male-dominated space of BSCP
movement mobilization did so through the already existing network of local African
American women’s civic engagement. These women moved in accordance with the
growth of African American women’s activism. Particularly salient was the rising
prominence and strength of women’s clubs in early civil rights struggles. These
clubwomen were social reformers deeply committed to advancing civic interests ranging
from a fight against segregation, discrimination, and lynching to the expansion of
educational and employment opportunities. Seasoned participants in the causes of racial
uplift and integrationism, they contributed to the project of politicization and community
building. Nationally, some of the leading figures of the clubwomen movement were Ida
B. Wells-Burnett, Mary Church Terrell, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Nannie Helen
Burroughs. Their activism, moreover, acquired a momentum in light of the ratification of
the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1920, which granted women the right to
vote, the outcome of years of the struggle for women’s suffrage.
In St. Paul and Minneapolis, the incubator of the cause of BSCP’s civil rights unionism
was the Colored Women’s Pioneer Economic Club. Formed in August 1926, it existed
independently of the St. Paul Chapter of the BSCP. Its purpose was to study and discuss
the racial income gap, especially how the denial of the porter’s living wage impacted the
welfare of the family as a whole and consequently narrowed the life chances and
opportunities of loved ones.
Organizations similar to the St. Paul’s Colored Women’s Pioneer Economic Club
emerged across the United States, in such cities as New York, Chicago, Washington,
D.C., Boston, Minneapolis, Oakland, Los Angeles, Denver, Omaha, and Salt Lake City,
all key northern Pullman Company’s hubs. According to Melinda Chateauvert who has
chronicled the role of BSCP women in the movement, these women, soon, began to
assume the greater role as community organizers to spread the gospel of civil rights
unionism. Chateauvert writes, “women visited the homes of porters and maids spreading
the BSCP message, proselytizing, like a band of trade union missionaries.”
The following women of Colored Women’s Pioneer Economic Club were unsung
heroines of the local movement for the BSCP: Regina Morris, who served as the
president of the St. Paul branch; Mrs. J. W. Avery, the first vice president of the St. Paul
branch; Minnie Boyd, the first secretary-treasurer of the St. Paul branch. Also
participating in the St. Paul branch were Della Roberts, Leila Jackson, and Carrie
McWatt. In Minneapolis, Fannie Hall Wright was elected to serve as the president of the
Minneapolis chapter. Writing in the spring of 1928 issue of The Messenger,
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Photo Courtesy of “A Great Victory”, McWatt, 1997

Paul Caldwell, the leader of the St. Paul Chapter of
the BSCP, expressed the sentiment of porters as a
whole in the following fashion: “The women of
the Pioneer Economic League of St. Paul and
Minneapolis have begun an active campaign to be
of immediate aid to the men in the present crisis,
and have been given tasks which will grow
according to enthusiasm expressed in their actions.
Each group has been socially active in the past
month, and successfully staged a card party, which
added appreciably to their finances. A joint
committee has been requested….” A few years
later, the BSCP helped constitute the Women’s
Economic Councils with by-laws to enable these
women to become an integral part of the
unionization effort. In 1938, the delegates of the

Women’s Economic Councils met in Chicago to launch the International Ladies Auxiliary Order
to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. Carrie McWatt of St. Paul, later in 1950, served on its
International Executive Board.32
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Chateauvert, Marching Together; McWatt, “ A Greater Victory”; “Women Organize Economic Club”;
Caldwell, “The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters: Activities of the Month -Twins Cities District”; Paul
L. Caldwell, “The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters: Twin Cities District,” The Messenger, June 1928.
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“The women of the Pioneer Economic League of St. Paul and
Minneapolis have begun an active campaign to be of immediate aid
to the men in the present crisis, and have been given tasks which will
grow according to enthusiasm expressed in their actions.”
Paul L Caldwell, 1928

Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porter Manifesto, The Messenger, May 1926
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Going Forward

Green line Light Rail Train Photo Courtesy of Metro Transit

The ultimate goal of this research is to contribute to the growing body of historical
knowledge around the local chapter of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters that will
inform the St. Paul Model Cities’ Sustainable Spaces Redevelopment Initiative. This
report reflects the larger concepts and agents of change in Saint Paul’s BSCP between
1925-1941.
When putting together this report care has been taken to present different textures of
information, sources, stances, quotes, and images to inspire creative conversation about
local African American history, labor and economic history, and railroad history. An
emphasis on the role of women was especially important because the work of women has
historically been overlooked to the detriment of our understanding of the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car porter narrative.
Going forward, public history and public art will hopefully illuminate local histories in
more engaging ways for a greater and more diverse audience of people.
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