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Battles in Red, Black, and White

Virginia's Racial Integrity Law of 1924:

A Nansemond family, ca. 1900

Walter Ashby Plecker was unassuming in appearance: a small-town doctor
whose penchant for number-crunching earned him the position of registrar in
Virginias Bureau of Vital Statistics in 1912. But appearances were indeed
deceiving. With Plecker at the helm, the bureau went on an all-out war against
"amalgamation".

Plecker was not the author of the Racial Integrity Law of 1924--Virginia's
infamous "one drop" statute, which created two racial categories, "pure" white
and everybody else. But he--and allies such as John Powell of the Anglo-
Saxon Clubs of America--pushed hard to enforce the act's provision for
"ancestral registration".

Virginians shied away from compliance in that area, according to J. David
Smith in The Eugenic Assault on America: Scenes in Red, White, and Black. Indeed, "passing"
might have been commonplace among whiter-skinned African- Americans since at least 1662, when
the first anti-miscegenation laws were passed in Virginia, but even for allegedly "pure" whites, proof
of racial purity might have been difficult to obtain.

Detail from John Rolfe and Pocahontas,
J. W. Glass, early 1850s
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And at least one group of whites who had been proud of their so-called
impurity lobbied successfully to have the act revised. The aristocratic
descendants of Pocahontas-- resentful of being lumped in with
"Negroes, Mongolians, American Indians, Malayans, or any mixtures

N thereof, or any other non-Caucasian strains"--twisted arms until the

: leglslature decreed that persons with no more than one-sixteenth Native
Amerlcan ancestry mlght st111 be considered white.

But Plecker's power to grant birth, death, and marriage certificates gave him unprecedented and
awesome powers over Virginians who had less clout than the Pocahontas contingent. With the stroke
of a pen, Plecker could write an individual into "Negro" status--and legal and social oblivion. Plecker
was only too willing to exercise that power, thus making him a figure of dread to Indians in general,
but particularly to the Powhatan remnants in Rockbridge and Ambherst counties, until his retirement
and subsequent death in 1946.

William Terrill Bradby, a Pamunkey, in full regalia. The Pamunkeys were very conscious of the importance
of maintaining a "wild" image and even sent a representative to the 1893 World's Fair. E‘]

According to Helen Rountree, a Old Dominion University professor who has written extensively on
Virginia's Powhatan tribes, Plecker believed that all Indians had "polluted" their blood by mingling it
with free African-Americans--or "free issues", in the local vernacular. Plecker thus saw those who
claimed Indian ancestry as opportunists seeking what Rountree called a "way station to whiteness"--
in other words, he saw all Indians as blacks attempting to "pass."

Plecker's beliefs placed him squarely in the mainstream of the American eugenics movement, which
assaulted the rights of poor whites as vigorously as those of racial minorities. (Compare, for example,
the case of Carrie Buck, an 18-year-old Caucasian girl from Lynchburg who was believed, it now
appears erroneously, to be "feeble- minded." In a case that went before the Supreme Court, the state
vigorously pursued and won the right to sterilize Buck to prevent her from passing on her
"imbecility.") But the desire to make Native Americans simply "vanish," whether into the African-
American population or into thin air, had much deeper roots.

Peter Houck, author of Indian Island in Amherst County , cites Bacon's Rebellion in 1676 as the
first sustained and coordinated effort in Virginia to drive the Powhatans from their land. But we
cannot forget that the nation's Indian removal policy was formulated by that great defender of liberty
Thomas Jefferson and carried out by that great defender of the common man Andrew Jackson.
Indeed, long before Ulysses S. Grant had developed "vanishing" into an official "Peace Policy,"
Virginians had mastered the mechanics.

"In time, you will be as we are," Jefferson promised in his 1809 Indian address. "You will become
one people with us. Your blood will mix with ours; and will spread with ours over this great Island..."
Absorption into the white race--a consummation devoutly to be wished from one perspective--was
the lure Jefferson tossed before the tribes.

The Majors, a Mattaponi
family, ca. 1900

o~ T o As for those who "mingled
‘ _ their blood" with African-

AR

4. Americans, they, too, would
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Americans, they, too, would
be absorbed--though they
might not like the
consequences. Let us

i consider the example of the
- Gingashins. This eastern
tribe had two strikes against
it: Its members refused to
give up their traditional
lifeways; even worse, they
~ intermarried freely and

- unashamedly with blacks.

.- This was anathema to

| Virginia elites.
Intermarriage with whites
could be, and was, tolerated.
Intermarriage with blacks,

: - -, however, was an intolerable
challenge to the arbitrary color line that had been in place since the first chattel slavery law passed in
1661. Thus, in 1813, the Gingashins made their way into the history books, becoming the first U.S.
tribe to be terminated.

Needless to say, Gingashin identity did not die with the legal decree. As late as 1855, Rountree notes,

county maps showed an "Indian Town," an Indiantown Creek, and a settlement of seven houses.

Eventually, however, white antagonism, not to mention opportunism, forced the Gingashins to merge

into a sympathetic African-American community. Tribes such as the Pamunkeys, Mattaponis, Upper

}l\l/lattaponis, Nansemonds, Rappahannocks, and Chickahominies took note of the lesson--and learned
ow to resist.

A century later, armed with the awesome power of the state, Plecker declared war on these people.
Consulting a listing of surnames associated with Native American ancestry-- such as Beverly (from
beaver), Sparrow, Penn or Pinn, Fields, Bear, and so on--and drawing his authority from century-old
census records that were likely to list Indians as "mulattoes"--particularly if the census were taken in
summertime, Houck notes-- Plecker embarked on a crusade to re-classify every Native American in
the state as an African-American.

A marriage certificate from |
1940. Note that "mixed" is §
handwritten below the
typed designation
"Indian."

Plecker intimidated
mid-wives, wrote
threatening pamphlets,
editorialized in
newspapers, and trained
an entire generation of
county clerks and health
service workers in his
methods. When all else
failed, he simply
changed records to suit
his prejudices, striking out the designation "Indian" and replacing it with "Negro" or "colored" or
"mulatto"--or writing notations on the back.
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But while Powhatans suffered under Plecker's tyranny, they refused to vanish. When necessary, they
sacrificed both family ties and good will in the African-American community by refusing to attend
Jim Crow schools or segregated churches.

These isolationist tactics cost them--Indian communities in Amherst were often poor and poorly
educated--but they appear to have worked. It is worth noting that Amherst Indians who successfully
held themselves aloof from "black contamination" regained tribal recognition in the 1980s. Another
group, also living in Amherst County, which proudly claimed African, Native, and Caucasian
ancestry--the Buffalo Ridge Cherokee--did not.

iHome Forward BacE"
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O preserve’ 2 »
¢d the house Mar i;‘wt!} and ie
now a law of this atate, '

This bil) &ims st currecting & condl.
tlon which onty the-more, thoughttul
Beople of Virginia kuow the esistence
of, : :

Tt te estimatéd’ that there are in
the state from 19,000 to 30,000, possi-
bly more, near whilo people, who are
known to possoss an jiitermixture of
colared blood, jn. movie cases to n
sltght extent, it 12 true. hut etlll enough
to prevent them from being white.

In the past I hus been possible for
theso pevple to declare themuélyed ne
white or even 10 have the coxt ®0
doclare them. Then they Nave de-
manded the sdmittance of thelr chil-
dren inte the white schoals, and In
pot a few cases have intermadrried
with white paople.

In many counties they exist as dia-
tinct colonleg hotding themeelves alant
from negroes, but not belng admitied
Ly the white people gn of thelr raue

Not White in Reality,

In any large gatharing or schanl
of colored peoply, capecially in the
clties, many will he obgerved who are
acarcely dintinguishable #s rotormd

These persons. however, are not
wore 1 THRAILY, UV My caey b kbR
tton of_this law. that a white person
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another race, except that & pecron
with one-sixteenth of the American
Indian. if there fa no other race mix-
ttre, may be elassed na white.

Thelr children are likely to revert
to the distinrily tegro tyne evan whesn
all apparent evidente of mixture huaw
dizsappeared.

The Virgints bureau of vital statis.
tien has heen callod upon for evio
dence by twn lnwyern within the inat
month whe were employed 1o asmint
peaple of this type to foree their vhil
dren into the white public rchools,
and  hy anather employed by the
sehont trusteen of n distrier to pre-
vent this action

In ench case rvidence was fouad 1o
shiow Lhat either the people them.
sebves or thelr congections were re.
ported 10 our office to be of mized
Blood.

Qur hureau has kKept a watchfu)
eye upon the situuntion, and har guard.
ed the welfare of tha state an fur s
posalhle with {nadequate law and pow.
er The erpulitipn has gone an. how
ever and Ik rapidly Increasing o i
portance

Amalgamation Mo« Resalt

Unlegs radieal meusures arv uneid in
prevent M, Virginla wnd other paris
of the natlen must serely in thme gro
the wuy of all other countries 1y
whirh people of Two or mMore rares

the exception ‘ofi the Hebrew race;
complete intermiXiure or amalisms-
T

o wu y ; y '3
white roce with #d stock must be
1sade finpomible. Hut that i not sul«
ficlent, pudlic seutiment must be o
arvused that intermixture out of wed«
lock will cease.

The public must bo jed to look
wilh scorn und comtempt upan the
man who will d o hlmwself, and do
hatm to sdckety, by such abhorrent
deeds,

The bureau of vital statistics, clorks
who issye marriare licenses, and the
school nuthoriléd are the barrlers
placed by this law between the dans
ger and the safety of the comumon-
wealth.

The task of tho burenu of vital sta-~
tintlen {5 0 great one, with not a cent
of appropriation 1o accomplish It with,

There t» u plan, however, by which
ft muy be financed if the public will
lend s ald,

Thousands have applied for the reg-
Imtrution of births tha&t occurred be-
fore Junc 14, 1913, the date when the
uld Jaw woml into oct.

The new lnw further providen for
the vegistration. of ull persons who
deeire 11, and who will make applica-
tion for wuch registradion of color and
birth, remitiing at the same time the
fee 0 25 centy_for vash annljrant.

| Do not send stamps. Thede birthe will
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ereat value for many puarposes. such
ax ta prove American citisenshlp when
applyling for pamsporta to go abroad,
aud for establishing and preserving
the famlly tree for futyre genernlions.

From Out of State,

We will even admit for registration
persons bHyving in Vieginia. but born
elsewhera. A family may complete
f1s fumily tree by recording deccased
ancestors or relatives. Eaeh perwon
wil: thun obtadn Tull value received for
the smal fee, Virgintana now lving
prlaewhiers, may aiso reglater.

1f ten of twenty thousand or more
wil regtiter within the paxt  {ew
warrks  wee wil) be albte to proavide
printed formn, Aling cases, deaka, type-
wrilers pomtage, and elerk hire, to ba-
gin n vigorous statewlide cducantional
propagandr.  After ninety days thosr
whn do not register at once, toay do
it through our local registrara nt the
satne cosl  Wyeite at once for sufl-
clont regintratinn cards and instrue-
tinns. spriosing for reply 2 stamped,
addressed  enstelope large rnough tn
holl Lhree by five-inich cards. A card
announcing the registration will be
returned ar eoon ak poasihie. Lodges,
patroitie orders. women's organiza-
1one and achools cgn st an bodics

i
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world = 13 1-2 millonn

{Speciat to The N .
Amdérst, March M—;Sg:::y morn-
Ing, In Amermt Dapiist Church, Rev,

N nklin preached to o large
songregalion. At tho close of the sere
V§I thers were two acvcessions to the
“r

by Intter, i

wommitiee vy repalring  the
chureh will mect nexst llmnd - afte
erpoOn 1Y further ~unsider the pians
suggested.  Modern  Hunday msohool
rooms will he ndded 10 the church,
& beating plant will he instalied and
other necemmary improvements made,
The ald nnd mismionaries socleties
of the church met a1 the home of M.
R .M. Cox and rompleted toyr quilth:
which will be given e the Piedmont
Misaton Scheol, locatey)  just above
Woodson. .

Catl v Pastor.
Bunday minrning. at the Amberst
Presbyterian Chireh, 2 was docided to
extond to Rey Mr Sieg, of Loudoun
county, & call 10 berame pamor of the
Amherst group of Freabyterian
churches, corgposed ol Amhorat, Tye
River and Monron  ‘These churclies
have been witheut 2 pastar since the
resignation of Rev 1. A Thoman Jamt
fall. Rov. Mr Sieg visited Amberst
he Arst Hunday in Mareh apd filfed
the regular appointmenta
During ths Lenten season b misslon
study clam cunaposed of Indles of the
Eplwconal Churcligm bﬂ] 2 beld in the

Forces at Work n Japan®™ “This
Olans 8 largely attenited nnd 13 quite
intereating.
A plan In betng worked out ampong
v of the Sweet 1vmr College stu-
whereby the parish. house ot
Amberst mav he uvded aa a center for
community weltare work. tn which
theee pltudenta nie myrh Interested.
Friday afternonn tivetve atydents met
at the pariah kause whers they were
entertained by the Wontan's Guild and
8t Agnes Gulld, of Ancennion Church
Light refreshments wern served and
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