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The Warmth of Other Suns Isabel Wilkerson (2010) 
  
[This book traces the sometimes harrowing migra-

tion (as related first hand to the author and supported by 
corroborating testimonies, documents, scholars, and con-
temporary news articles) of 3 families--one each from the 
orange groves of Eustis, Florida to Harlem (New York 
City); the cotton fields of Chickasaw County, Mississippi 
to the south side of Chicago; and from the town of Monroe, 
Louisiana to Los Angeles. They followed the railroads 
from the South to the North and the highways from the 
South to the West Coast.] 

From the early years of the 20th century to well 
past its middle age, nearly every black family in the Ameri-
can South, which meant most black families, had a decision 
to make. They were all stuck in a caste system as hard and 
unyielding as the red Georgia clay. It was during WW1 that 
a silent pilgrimage took its first steps within the borders of 
this country. The fever rose without warning or notice or 
understanding by those outside its reach. It would not end 
until the 1970s and was the biggest underreported story of 
the 20th century. 

Over the course of 6 decades 6m black southerners 
left the land of their forefathers and fanned out across the 
country. It grew out of the unmet promises made after the 
Civil War and helped push the country toward the civil 
rights revolutions of the 1960s. The Jim Crow regime per-
sisted from the 1880s to the 1960s, the average life span of 
a healthy man. It afflicted the lives of at least 4 generations 
and would not die without bloodshed, as the people who 
left the South foresaw. The Great Migration would not end 
until the 1970s, when the South began finally to change—
the whites-only signs came down, the all-white schools 
opened up, and everyone could vote. By then nearly half of 
all black Americans (47%) would be living outside the 
South, compared to 10% when it began. It was the first big 
step the nation’s servant class ever took without asking. 

The word “colored” was the primary identifier for 
black people during the first 2/3 of the 20th century. Use of 
the term “black” gained popularity during the civil rights 
era, and then to both “black” and “African American” in 
the current era. Black migrants were more likely than 
northern-born to be married, had higher rates of participa-
tion in the labor force, lower levels of unemployment, pov-
erty, and welfare dependency. In the South, there was most-
ly fear and dependence—and hatred of dependence—on 
both sides. Few people seemed to realize or dared to admit 
that the thick walls of the caste system kept everyone in 

prison. The rules that defined a group’s supremacy were so 
tightly wound as to put pressure on everyone trying to stay 
within the narrow confines of acceptability.  

It was sometime in the middle of WW1 that the 
North faced a labor shortage and caste its gaze at last on the 
servant class of the South. Families left during one of the 
most divisive eras after the Civil War when the South, left 
to its own devise as the North looked away, dismantled the 
freedoms granted former slaves after the war. 

For all its upheaval the Civil War left most blacks 
in the South no better off economically than they had been 
before. Sharecropping, kept them in debt and still bound to 
whatever plantation they worked, an illegal form of con-
temporary slavery called debt peonage, which persisted in 
Florida, Georgia, Alabama, and other parts of the Deep 
South will into the 1940s. The federal government took 
over the affairs of the South, during a period known as Re-
construction and the newly freed were able to exercise 
rights previously denied them. They could vote, marry, or 
go to school if there was one nearby, and the more ambi-
tious could enroll in black colleges set up by northern 
philanthropists, open businesses, and run for office under 
the protection of northern troops. But by the mid-1870s, 
when the North withdrew its oversight in the face of south-
ern hostility, whites in the South began to resurrect the 
caste system founded under slavery. They created a system 
based not on pedigree and title, as in Europe, but solely on 
race which, by law, disallowed any movement of the lowest 
caste into the mainstream. In 1896, in the seminal case of 
Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court sided with the 
South that “equal but separate” accommodations were con-
stitutional. That ruling would stand for the next 60 years.  

Not unlike European Jews who watched the world 
close in on them at the start of Nazism, colored people in 
the South would first react in denial and disbelief to the 
rising hysteria, then helpless to stop it, attempt a belated 
resistance, not knowing and unable to imagine how far the 
supremacists would go. The hatreds and fears that fed 
apartheid, pogroms, and mob executions were similar and 
relied on arousing the passions of the indifferent to mount 
so complete an attack. 

James Vardaman, the white supremacy candidate 
in the 1903 Mississippi governor’s race declared that he 
saw no reason for blacks to go to school “The only effect of 
Negro education,” he said, “is to spoil a good field hand 
and make an insolent cook.” The most breathless outrage 
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was reserved for any rumor of black male indiscretion to-
ward a white woman. In spectacles that often went on for 
hours, black men and women were routinely tortured and 
mutilated, then hanged or burned alive, all before festive 
crowds of as many as several thousand white citizens, chil-
dren in tow, hoisted on their fathers’ shoulders to get a bet-
ter view. Across the South, someone was hanged or burned 
alive every four days from 1889 to 1929 (per the 1933 
book The Tragedy of Lynching) for such alleged crimes as 
“stealing hogs or horses, poisoning mules, jumping labor 
contract, suspicion of killing cattle, boastful remarks or 
trying to act like a white person.” One was killed for steal-
ing 75 cents. Most of the southern black population wit-
nessed a lynching in their own communities or knew peo-
ple who had (Heber Shapiro, historian). 

In this atmosphere, The Clansman, a 1905 novel 
that was the basis of the 1915 [silent] film Birth of a Na-
tion, became a national bestseller. It fed whites’ panic over 
freed blacks in their midst and inspired people in Georgia 
to revive the Ku Klux Klan the year the film was released. 
The Klan was then seen not as a rogue outlier but as the 
protector of southern tradition.  

Around the turn of the 20th century southern legis-
latures began division laws that would regulate every as-
pect of black peoples’ live, solidifying the southern caste 
system, and prohibiting even the most casual contact be-
tween the races. These would come to be called Jim Crow 
laws. By 1905 every southern state, from Florida to Texas, 
outlawed blacks from sitting next to whites on public con-
veyances. The president of Southeastern Greyhound told 
The Wall Street Journal, “It frequently costs 50% more to 
build a terminal with segregated facilities.” A colored driv-
er could not pass a white motorist on the road no matter 
how slowly the white motorist was going. A black person 
could not contradict a white person or speak unless spoken 
to first.  

Jim Crow had a way of turning everyone against 
one another, not just white against black or landed against 
lowly, but poor against poorer and black against black for 
an extra scrap of privilege. Parents were forced to train 
their children in the ways of subservience and to treat their 
children as the white people running things treated them. If 
children didn’t learn their place, they could get on the 
wrong side of a white person, and the parents could do 
nothing to save them. The question of the child’s safety and 
future was a serious dilemma for Negro parents. White men 
could do to colored women what colored men could be 
burned alive for doing to white women. “One reason for 

preferring Negro to white labor on plantations,” anthropol-
ogist Hortense Powdermaker observed, “is the inability of 
the Negro to make or enforce demands for a just statement 
or any statement at all. There is no place to back up a de-
mand, neither the law, the vote, nor public opinion. Even 
the most fair and just of the Whites are prone to accept the 
dishonest landlord as part of the system.”  

Florida lived up to its position as the southernmost 
state with the most heinous acts of terrorist in the South. 
Violence had become such an accepted fact of life that, in 
1950, the Florida governor’s special investigator, Jefferson 
Elliott, observed that there had been so many mob execu-
tions in one county that it “never had a negro live long 
enough to go to trial.” There was no leader to the first vol-
ley of a leaderless revolution.  “Negroes just quietly move 
away without taking their recognized leaders into their con-
fidence any more than they do the white people,” per a La-
bor Department study report. “It is too much to expect that 
Negroes will indefinitely endure their severe limitations in 
the South when they can escape most of them in a ride of 
36 hours.” What started as a little-noticed march of the im-
patient would become a flood of the discontented during 
WW2. 

A local school superintendent in Louisiana said 
bluntly, “We have twice as many colored children of school 
age as we have white, and we use their money. Colored 
children are mighty profitable to us.” Money rarely 
changed hands between planter and sharecropper, as the 
entire system was built on credit. The sharecroppers owed 
the planters, who owed the merchants, who owed the 
banks, and the banks were often beholden to some business 
concern in the North, where most of the real money was in 
the first place. In hard times the boss men went without 
new Model T Fords and the sharecroppers went without 
shoes. 

W.E.B. Du Bois contested the accommodating 
pragmatism of the southern-born Rufus Clement, President 
of Morehouse College in Atlanta. The 2 men were the very 
embodiment of the North-South divide among black intel-
lectuals.  

During WW1 steel mills, railroads, and packing-
houses sent labor scouts disguised as insurance men and 
salesmen to recruit blacks north. 555,000 colored people 
left the South during the decade of WW1. Southern authori-
ties resurrected the anti-enticement laws originally enacted 
after the Civil War to keep newly freed slaves from being 
lured away, this time, however, aimed at northern compa-
nies coveting the South’s cheapest and most desperate 
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workers. But by the middle of the WW1, those laws were 
useless. Northern industries didn’t need to recruit anymore. 
Instead of stemming the tide the blockades and arrests by 
southern authorities “served to intensify the desire to 
leaves,’ wrote sociologists Weatherford and Johnson, “and 
to provide further reasons for going.” It made no sense to 
them that one set of people could be in cages and the other 
people outside couldn’t see the bars. Historic rail lines con-
nected Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi to Chicago 
and Detroit. They also connected Florida and the South to 
D.C. and New York. 

“How a colored man, or a white man either, for 
that matter, can be expected to know all the intricacies of 
segregation as he travels in different parts of the country is 
beyond explanation,” wrote Russa Moton, the president of 
Tuskegee Institute who succeeded Booker T. Washington.  

WW2 brought the fastest flow of black people out 
of the South in history—nearly 1.6m during the 1940s. The 
polyglot nature of Los Angeles made it hard for colored 
migrants to figure out this new terrain, where competition 
was coming from every direction and each minority was 
pitted against the others, not know what to expect in a city 
with a whimsical caste system and no rules that anyone 
could see.  

New York abolished slavery in 1827. In the end 
none of the attempts to enforce a color line worked, not 
because anti-black forces gave up or grew more tolerant, 
but because of the more fluid culture and economics of the 
North. They didn’t work because of “the dispassion of the 
indifferent.” The silent majority of whites could be fright-
ened into lockstep solidarity in the authoritarian South, but 
could not be controlled or willed into submission in the 
cacophonous big cities of the North. The free-spirited indi-
vidualism of immigrants and newcomers seeking their for-
tune in the biggest city in the country worked to the benefit 
of colored people needing housing in Harlem. 

Some people disappeared completely—the palest 
Creoles passed into white society, but mostly the same 
cliques and assumptions people had back home migrated 
with them to the New World. “As the distance of migration 
increases,” wrote the migration scholar Everett Lee, “the 
migrants became an increasingly superior group. Obstacles 
served to weed out some of the weak or the incapable.” The 
South had erected some of the highest barriers to migration 
of any people seeking to leave one place for another in this 
country. Nearly 2/3 of colored migrants to the big cities of 
the north and West came from towns or cities in the South, 
rather than straight from the field. Southern migrants repre-

sented the most educated segment of the southern black 
population they left. In education attainment, Negro immi-
grants to northern cities were equal to or slight higher than 
the resident white population. Migrants were more likely to 
be married and remain married and more likely to be in the 
labor force than other black men in the North. Migrants 
doubled up like their Chinese counterparts and tended to 
immigrate as groups and to remain together in the new en-
vironment for purposes of mutual aid. Sociologist Thomas 
Wilson wrote in 2001, “These findings are clearly at odds 
with earlier claims that family dysfunction was carried 
north by southern migrants.” 

On one boy’s first day of school in the North he 
was assigned to a grade lower than the one he’d been in 
where he had come from, and the teacher couldn’t under-
stand his southern accent. When she asked him his name, 
he said he was called J.C. The teacher misheard him and, 
from that day forward, called him Jesse instead. So did eve-
ryone else in this new world he was in. He would forever 
be known as Jesse Owens, not by his given name.  

In 1919 riots coursed through the south side of 
Chicago for 13 days killing 23 blacks and 15 whites, injur-
ing 537 others, and not ending until a state militia subdued 
them. Riots were often carried out by disaffected whites 
against groups perceived as threats to their survival, though 
later riots of the 1960s were often largely within the black 
communities. Chicago would become one of the most ra-
cially divided of all American cities and remains so today. 

The migrants did as much moving around from 
church to church as they did from flat to flat. Colored por-
ters were men in red caps and white uniforms, but they 
functioned as the midwives of the Great Migration, helping 
ease the way of migrants on their way north. In the North, 
companies and unions said that, however much they might 
want to hire colored people, their white workers just 
wouldn’t stand for it. The southern caste system that held 
down the wages of colored people also undercut the earn-
ing power of the whites around them who could not com-
mand higher pay as long as colored people were forced to 
accept subsistence wages. The introduction of colored 
workers, who had long been poorly paid and ill-treated, 
served as a restraint on what anyone around them could 
demand. For ¾ of black men, the only work they could get 
was work that nobody else wanted--the ceiling was even 
lower and the options fewer for colored women. 

It was an article of faith among many people in 
Chicago and other big cities that the arrival of colored peo-
ple in an all-white neighborhood automatically lowered 
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property values. That economic fear helped propel the vio-
lent defense of white neighborhoods. The arrival of colored 
home buyers was often the final verdict on a neighbor-
hood’s falling property value rather than the cause of it. It 
was the falling home values that made it possible for col-
ored people to move in at all. There were 58 bombings of 
houses that blacks moved into or were about to between 
1917 and 1921 alone, bombings having become one of the 
preferred methods of intimidation in the North. The discon-
tent of the young people unsettled the migrant parents who 
had fled the violence of the South. They could do little to 
dissuade their children from whatever role the might play 
in the outbursts. 

The Northern Paradox is that almost everybody is 
against discrimination in general, but practices it in his own 
personal affairs—that is, by not allowing blacks into unions 
or clubhouses, certain jobs, and white neighborhoods, in-
deed, avoiding social interaction overall. Martin Luther 
King fought the ill-defined fear and antipathy that made 
northern whites flee at the sight of a black neighbor, turn 
away blacks at realty offices, or not hire them if they chose. 
King said in 1966 about a race riot in Chicago, “I have seen 
many demonstrations in the South, but I have never seen 
anything so hostile and so hateful as I’ve seen here today.” 
President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act in 
1964, 101 years after Lincoln signed the Emancipation 
Proclamation. The Great Migration statistically ended in 
the 1970s, leaving the most segregated cities in the order of 
severity of racial isolation from most to least: Chicago, De-
troit, Cleveland, Milwaukee, Newark, Gary (IN), Balti-
more, and St. Louis. There came a time in the lives of many 
migrants’ children when the parents sent them south for the 
summer to protect them from the uncaring streets of the 
Promised Land or to learn the culture of their family of 
origin or of the Old Country itself.  

With the stroke of a pen many eastern and south-
ern Europeans and their children could wipe away their 
ethnicities—and those limiting assumptions—by adopting 
Anglo-Saxon surnames and melting into the world of more 
privileged native-born whites. Doris von Kappelhoff could 
become Doris Day, and Issur Danielovitch, the son of im-
migrants from Belarus, could become Kirk Douglas. A 
name change would have no such effect in masking the 
ethnicity of black migrants. Although many blacks sought 
initially to reach an assimilated position as did the new Eu-
ropean immigrants, their efforts were often interpreted as 
getting out of their place or viewed with mockery. The 
presence of so many black migrants elevated the status of 

other immigrants in the North and West. Black southerners 
stepped into a hierarchy that assigned them a station be-
neath everyone else, no matter that their families had been 
in the country for centuries.  

Prince Edward County, Virginia closed its entire 
school system for 5 years, from 1959 to 1964, rather than 
integrate. County supervisors relented only after losing 
their case in the US Supreme Court, choosing finally to reo-
pen the schools rather than face imprisonment. It would take 
more than 15 years before most of the South conceded to the 
Brown ruling and then only under additional court orders. The 
Civil Rights Act of 1964, which was resisted years after its 
passage just as vigorously as Reconstruction had been and 
would not fully take hold in many parts of the South until well 
into the 1970s.  

Willis McCall, sheriff of Lake County, Florida in-
cluding Eustis, presided over the terrorizing of blacks for over 
40 years, surviving numerous eyewitness reports and prosecu-
tions and a commuted death sentence with widespread support 
by the white power structure, including governors. He did not 
lose an election for sheriff until 1972 when blacks were able to 
vote and a new generation of whites had entered the Florida 
electorate and Disney World arrived in a neighboring county. 

The layers of accumulated assets built up by the bet-
ter-paid dominant caste, generation after generation, would 
factor into a wealth disparity of white American having an 
average net worth 10X that of black Americans by the turn of 
the 21st century, dampening the economic prospects of the 
children and grandchildren of both Jim Crow and the Great 
Migration before they were even born. 

Epilogue: The old man from Eustis knows that, “As 
hard as the going has been up in Harlem, he has been free to 
live out his life as he chooses,” something he had not been 
assured of in Florida in the 1940s. A group of [aging migrants] 
sitting at the dining room table in Chicago had chosen snow 
over cotton. The first black mayors in each of the major re-
ceiving cities of the North and West were not longtime north-
ern native blacks or those having arrived from the Caribbean, 
but participants or sons of the Great Migration.  

The Migration would transform American music as 
we know it. Their individual actions, added together, benefited 
their children, their grandchildren, and even those they left 
behind in the South as much as, if not more than, themselves. 
As the Migrations spread the issue of race relations across the 
US, it forced the entire country to face its centuries-old de-
mons. It also helped inspire and pressure other racial regimes 
such as that of South Africa and, thus, was a gift to the world. 
In the end, it could be said that the common denominator for 
leaving was the desire to be free. It was a seemingly simple 
thing that the majority of Americans could take for granted but 
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that the migrants and their forebears never had a right to in the 
world they had fled.  

 
I fled one insecurity and embraced another. (poet 

Richard Wright)   
I was a Southerner, and I had the map of Dixie on my 

tongue. (poet Zora Neale Hurston)   


