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Within Harlem's seventy or eighty blocks, for the first time in their lives, colored people 
of Spanish, French, Dutch, Arabian, Danish, Portuguese, British and native African 
ancestry or nationality, meet and move together.  

A dusky tribe of destiny seekers, these brown and black and yellow folk, eyes filled with 
visions of their heritage-- palm fringed sea shores, murmuring streams, luxuriant hills and 
vales--have made their epical march from the far corners of the earth to Harlem. They 
bring with them vestìges of their folk life--their lean, sunburnt faces, their quiet, halting 
speech, fortified by a graceful insouciance, their light, loose-fitting clothes of ancient cut 
telling the story of a dogged, romantic pilgrimage to the El Dorado of their dreams.  

Here they have their first contact with each other, with large numbers of American 
Negroes, and with the American brand of race prejudice. Divided by tradition, culture, 
historical background and group perspective, these diverse peoples are gradually 
hammered into a loose unit by the impersonal force of congested residential segregation. 
Unlike others of the foreign-born, black immigrants find it impossible to segregate 
themselves into colonies; too dark of complexion to pose as Cubans or some other 
Negroid but alien-tongued foreigners, they are inevitably swallowed up in black Harlem. 
Their situation requires an adjustment unlike that of any other class of the immigrant 
population; and but for the assistance of their kinsfolk they would be capsized almost on 
the very shores of their haven.  

According to the census for 1920 there were in the United States 73,803 foreign-born 
Negroes; of that number 36,613, or approximately 50 per cent lived in New York City, 
28,184 of them in the Borough of Manhattan. They formed slightly less than 20 per cent 
of the total Negro population of New York.  

From 1920 to 1923 the foreign-born Negro population of the United States was increased 
nearly 40 per cent through the entry of 30,849 Africans (black). In 1921 the high-water 
mark of 9,873 was registered. This increase was not permanent, for in 1923 there was an 
exit of 1,525 against an entry of 7,554. If the 20 per cent that left that year is an index of 
the proportion leaving annually, it is safe to estimate a net increase of about 24,000 
between 1920 and 1923. If the newcomers are distributed throughout the country in the 
same proportion astheir predecessors, the present foreign-born Negro population of 
Harlem is about 35,000. These people are, therefore, a formidable minority whose 
presence cannot be ignored or discounted. It is this large body of foreign born who 
contribute those qualities that make New York so unlike Pittsburgh, Washington, 
Chicago and other cities with large aggregations of American Negroes.  



The largest number came from the British West Indies and were attracted to New York 
by purely economic reasons. The next largest group consists of Spanish-speaking 
Negroes from Latin America. Distinct because of their language, and sufficiently 
numerous to maintain themselves as a cultural unit, the Spanish element has but little 
contact with the English speaking majority. For the most part they keep to themselves 
and follow in the main certain definite occupational lines. A smaller group, French-
speaking, have emigrated from Haiti and the French West Indies. There are also a few 
Africans, a batch of voluntary pilgrims over the old track of the slavetraders.  

Among the English-speaking West Indian population of Harlem are some 8,000 natives 
of the American Virgin Islands. A considerable part of these people were forced to 
migrate to the mainland as a consequence of the operation of the Volstead Act which 
destroyed the lucrative rum industry and helped to reduce the number of foreign vessels 
that used to call at the former free port of Charlotte Amelia for various stores. Despite 
their long Danish connection these people are culturally and linguistically English, rather 
than Danish. Unlike the British Negroes in New York, the Virgin Islanders take an 
intelligent and aggressive interest in the affairs of their former home and are organized to 
cooperate with their brothers there who are valiantly struggling to substitute civil 
government for the present naval administration of the islands.  

To the average American Negro all English-speaking black foreigners are West Indians, 
and by that is usually meant British subjects. There is a general assumption that there is 
everything in common among West Indians, though nothing can be further from the truth. 
West Indians regard themselves as Antiguaris or Jamaicans as the case might be, and a 
glance at the map will quickly reveal the physical obstacles that militate against 
homogeneity of population; separatioris of many sorts, geographical, political and 
cultural tend everywhere to make and crystallize local characteristics.  

This undiscriminating attitude on the part of native Negroes, as well as the friction 
generated from contact between the two groups, has created an artificial and defensive 
unity among the islanders which reveals itself in an instinctive closing of their ranks 
when attacked by outsiders; but among themselves organization along insular lines is the 
general rule. Their social grouping, however, does not follow insular precedents. Social 
gradation is determined in the islands by family connections, education, wealth and 
position. As each island is a complete society in itself, Negroes occupy from the lowliest 
to the most exalted positions. The barrier separating the colored aristocrat from the 
laboring class of the same color is as difficult to surmount as a similar barrier between 
Englishmen. Most of the islanders in New York are from the middle, artisan and laboring 
classes. Arriving in a country whose every influence is calculated to democratize their 
race and destroy the distinctions they had been accustomed to, even those West Indians 
whose stations in life have been of the lowest soon lose whatever servility they brought 
with them. In its place they substitute all of the self-assertiveness of the classes they 
formerly paid deference to.  

West Indians have been coming to the United States for over a century. The part they 
have played in Negro progress is conceded to be important. As early as 1827 a Jamaican, 



John Brown Russwurm, one of the founders of Liberia, was the first colored man to be 
graduated from an American college and to publish a newspaper in this country; sixteen 
years later his fellow countryman, Peter Ogden, organized in New York City the first 
Odd-Fellow Lodge for Negroes. Prior to the Civil War, West Indian contribution to 
American Negro life as so great that Dr. W. E. B. DuBois, in his Souls of Black Folk, 
credits them with main responsibility for the manhood program presented by the race in 
the early decades of the last century. Indicative of their tendency to blaze new paths is the 
achievement of John W. A. Shaw of Antigua who, in the early 90's of the last century, 
passed the civil service tests and became deputy commissioner of taxes for the County of 
Queens.  

It is probably not realized, indeed, to what extent West Indian Negroes have contributed 
to the wealth, power and prestige of the United States. Major-General Goethals chief 
engineer and builder of the Panama Canal, has testified in glowing language to the fact 
that when all other labor was tried and failed it was the black men of the Caribbean hose 
intelligence, skill, muscle and endurance made the union of the Pacific and the Atlantic a 
reality.  

Coming to the United States from countries in which they had experienced no legalized 
social or occupational disabilities, West Indians very naturally have found it difficult to 
adapt themselves to the tasks that are, by custom, reserved for Negroes in the North. 
Skilled at various trades and having a contempt for body service and menial work, many 
of the immigrants apply for positions that the average American Negro has been schooled 
to regard as restricted to white men only with the result that through their persistence and 
doggedness in fighting white labor, West Indians have in many cases been pioneers and 
shock troops to open a way for Negroes into new fields of employment.  

This freedom from spiritual inertia characterizes the women no less than the men, for it is 
largely through them that the occupational field has been broadened for colored women 
in New York. By their determination, sometimes reinforced by a dexterous use of their 
hatpins, these women have made it possible for members of their race to enter the needle 
trades freely.  

It is safe to say that West Indian representation in the skilled trades is relatively large; this 
is also true of the professions, especially medicine and dentistry. Like the Jew, they are 
forever launching out in business, and such retail businesses as are in the hands of 
Negroes in Harlem are largely in the control of the foreign-born. While American 
Negroes predominate in forms of business like barber shops and pool rooms in which 
there is no competition from white men, West Indians turn their efforts almost invariably 
to fields like grocery stores, tailor shops, jewelry stores and fruit vending in which they 
meet the fiercest kind of competition. In some of these fields they are the pioneers or the 
only surviving competitors of white business concerns. In more ambitious business 
enterprises like real estate and insurance they are relatively numerous. The only Casino 
and moving picture theatre operated by Negroes in Harlem is in the hands of a native of 
one of the small islands. On Seventh Avenue a West Indian woman conducts a millinery 
store that would be a credit to Fifth Avenue.  



The analogy between the West Indian and the Jew may be carried farther; they are both 
ambitious, eager for education, willing to engage in business, argumentative, aggressive 
and possessed of great proselytizing zeal for any cause they espouse. West Indians are 
great contenders for their rights and because of their respect for law are inclined to be 
litigious. In addition, they are, as a whole, homeloving, hard-working and frugal. Like 
their English exemplars they are fond of sport, lack a sense of humor (yet the greatest 
black comedian of America, Bert Williams, was from the Bahamas) and are very serious 
and intense in their attitude toward life. Always mindful of their folk in the homeland, 
they save their earnings and are an important factor in the establishment of the record that 
the Money Order and Postal Savings Departments of College Station Post Office have for 
being among the busiest in the country.  

Ten years ago it was possible to distinguish the West Indian in Harlem especially during 
the summer months. Accustomed to wearing cool, light-colored garments in the tropics, 
he would stroll along Lenox Avenue on a hot day resplendent in white shoes and flannel 
pants, the butt of many a jest from his American brothers who, today, have adopted the 
styles that they formerly derided. This trait of non-conformity manifested by the foreign-
born has irritated American Negroes, who resent the implied self-sufficiency, and as a 
result there is a considerable amount of prejudice against West Indians. It is claimed that 
they are proud and arrogant that they think themselves superior to the natives. And 
although educated Negroes of New York are loudest in publicly decrying the hostility 
between the two groups, it is nevertheless true that feeling against West Indians is 
strongest among members of that class. This is explainable on the ground of professional 
jealousy and competition for leadership. As the islanders press forward and upward they 
meet the same kind of opposition from the native Negro that the Jew and other ambitious 
white aliens receive from white Americans. Naturalized West Indians have found from 
experience that American Negroes are reluctant to concede them the right to political 
leadership even when qualified intellectually. Unlike their American brothers the 
islanders are free from those traditions that bind them to any party and, as a consequence 
are independent to the point of being radical. Indeed, it is they who largely compose the 
few political and economic radicals in Harlem; without them the genuinely radical 
movement among New York Negroes would be unworthy of attention.  

There is a diametrical difference between American and West Indian Negroes in their 
worship. While large sections of the former are inclined to indulge in displays of 
emotionalism that border on hysteria, the latter, in their Wesleyan Methodist and Baptist 
churches maintain in the face of the assumption that people from the tropics are 
necessarily emotional, all the punctilious emotional restraint characteristic of their 
English background. In religious radicalism the foreign-born are again pioneers and 
propagandists. The only modernist church among the thousands of Negroes in New York 
(and perhaps the country) is led by a West Indian, Rev. E. Ethelred Brown, an ordained 
Unitarian minister, and is largely supported by his fellow-islanders.  

In facing the problem of race prejudice, foreign born Negroes, and West Indians in 
particular, are forced to undergo considerable adjustment. Forming a racial majority in 
their own countries and not being accustomed to discrimination expressly felt as racial, 



they rebel against the "color line" as they find it in America. For while color and caste 
lines tend to converge in the islands, it is nevertheless true that rbecause of the ratio of 
population, historical background and traditions of rebellions before and since their 
emancipation, West Indians of color do not have their activities, social, occupational and 
otherwise, determined by their race. Color plays a part but it is not the prime determinant 
of advancement; hence, the deep feeling of resentment when the "color line," legal or 
customary, is met and found to be a barrier to individual progress. For this reason the 
West Indian has thrown himself whole-heartedly into the fight against lynching, 
discrimination and the other disabilities from which Negroes in America suffer.  

It must be remembered that the foreign-born black men and women, more so even than 
other groups of immigrants, are the hardiest and most venturesome of their folk. They 
were dissatisfied at home, and it is to be expected that they would not be altogether 
satisfied with limitation of opportunity here when they have staked so much to gain 
enlargement of opportunity. They do not suffer from the local anesthesia of custom and 
pride which makes otherwise intolerable situations bearable for the home-staying 
majorities.  

Just as the West Indian has been a sort of leaven in the American loaf, so the American 
Negro is beginning to play a reciprocal role in the life of the foreign Negro communities, 
as for instance, the recent championing of the rights of Haiti and Liberia and the Virgin 
Islands, as well as the growing resentment at the treatment of natives in the African 
colonial dependencies. This world-wide reaction of the darker races to their common as 
well as local grievances is one of the most significant facts of recent development. 
Exchange of views and extension of race organization beyond American boundaries is 
likely to develop on a considerable scale in the near future, in terms principally of 
educational and economical projects. Former ties have been almost solely the medium of 
church missionary enterprises.  

It has been asserted that the movement headed by the most- advertised of all West 
Indians, Marcus Garvey, absentee "president" of the continent of Africa, represents the 
attempt of West Indian peasants to solve the American race problem. This is no more true 
than it would be to say that the editorial attitude of The Crisis during the war reflected the 
spirit of American Negroes respecting their grievances or that the late Booker T. 
Washington successfully delimited the educational aspirations of his people. The support 
given Garvey by a certain type of his countrymen is partly explained by their group 
reaction to attacks made upon him because of his nationality. On the other hand the 
earliest and most persistent exposures of Garvey's multitudinous schemes were initiated 
by West Indians in New York like Cyril Briggs and the writer.  

Prejudice against West Indians is in direct ratio to their number; hence its strength in 
New York where they arc heavily concentrated. It is not unlike the hostility between 
Englishmen and Americans of the same racial stock. It is to be expected that the feeling 
will always be more or less present between the immigrant and the native born. However 
it does not extend to the children of the two groups, as they are subject to the same 
environment and develop identity of speech and psychology. Then, too, there has, been 



an appreciable amount of intermarriage, especially between foreign born men and native 
women. Not to be ignored is the fact that congestion in Harlem has forced both groups to 
be less discriminating in accepting lodgers, thus making for reconciling contacts.  

The outstanding contribution of West Indians to American Negro life is the insistent 
assertion of their manhood in an environment that demands too much servility and 
unprotesting acquiescence from men of African blood. This unwillingness to conform 
and be standardized, to accept tamely an inferior status and abdicate their humanity, finds 
an open expression in the activities of the foreign-born Negro in America.  

Their dominant characteristic is that of blazing new paths, breaking the bonds that would 
fetter the feet of a virile people--a spirit eloquently expressed in the defiant lines of the 
Jamaican poet, Claude McKay:  

Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack; 
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back. 
 


	The Tropics in New York 
	W.A. Domingo 
	 


