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Article: 

Black populism – the movement of African American farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers that 

paralleled the white Populist movement in the late nineteenth century—took initial form in South Carolina in 

1886 with the creation of the Cooperative Workers of America (CWA).
1
 The spread of the CWA, followed by 

the establishment of the Colored Farmers Alliance (CFA) and the subsequent election of George Washington 

Murray, an insurgent CFA black leader to Congress via the Republican party, provides a glimpse into the 

development of the movement in the two decades following the collapse of Reconstruction and before 

the consolidation of legal disfranchisement and segregation of African Americans under Jim Crow. 

 

Within the larger continuity of black organizing in the nineteenth century, the CWA may be viewed as one in a 

series of sequential and overlapping civic and religious Organizations created by African Americans. Following 

the Civil War, these organizations included black Baptist and Methodist churches, Union Leagues, black 

fraternal orders, and mutual benefit societies. Independent institution-building continued in the years following 

Reconstruction with the formation of the Colored Agricultural Wheels, the Knights of Labor, the CWA, and the 

CFA. These organizations, in addition to the vital role of black families and their immediate communities, 

served multiple functions. Most importantly, they provided African Americans the necessary vehicles and social 

space to more freely communicate, pool economic resources, and train new leadership. 

 

The organizing process linking the southern branch of the Knights of Labor—which by 1886 had become de 

facto a black organization as it spread into the South—and the CFA, through the work of the CWA, may be 

traced through the actions of its local leaders in South Carolina: Sherman McCrary, Lee Minor, Hiram F. 

Hover, and C. J. Holloway.
2
 Within one year, the mantle of the CWA was taken up by the CFA, whose state 

lecturer, George Washington Murray, was elected to Congress as a Republican in 1892, propelling a dynamic 

black leader of the burgeoning independent movement into national office. Murray, who served as the last 

African American Congressman in the state until the modern civil rights era, would lead the fight against the 

Democratic party and black disfranchisement. By 1895 that fight was all but lost, as a constitutional. convention 

was organized in South Carolina that rewrote the state's constitution to effectively eliminate African. American 

access to the ballot. Over a decade before, however, black workers had begun to presciently organize 

themselves into locals which, among other things, called for reforms regarding the electoral process. 

 

THE COOPERATIVE WORKERS OF AMERICA 

The CWA was born out of a northern union-organizing model grounded in the particular experiences of African 

Americans in the South. In 1885 Hiram Hover, a white labor organizer who had been speaking on behalf of the 

Knights of Labor in North Carolina's piedmont, broke from the national labor order. That year he moved to 

South Carolina to form the CWA, when his views had become too radical for the union's national arid state 

leader-ship.
3
 The new organization focused primarily on the concerns of rural African Americans, specifically, 

issues of land reform, education, and the elimination of the poll tax. In 1886 the CWA, along with several other 
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organizations in the South, helped give expression to Black Populism, which had begun to coalesce as an 

independent movement of black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers. Theirs would be a movement 

distinct from the white Populist movement, with its own separate leaders, tactics, and organizations. 

 

As CWA historian Bruce Baker describes: "Around the 10th of February, Hover appeared in downtown 

Spartanburg„ a growing cotton mill center, arid spoke for two and a half hours to a crowd of [approximately] 

four hundred men, about three-quarters of whom were black."
4
 Hover charged that the Knights of Labor 

constitution did not sufficiently address issues such as land distribution and taxation, the electoral process, and 

the need for "a free cooperative school system"—issues of particular importance to African Americans, whose 

access, to decent land, political options, and public resources had withered away with Redemption (that is, the 

Democratic-party takeover of the South in the late 1870s).
5
 For advocating land reform, Hover was variously 

called a "communist" and an "anarchist" by his detractors.
6
 To most African Americans, however, Hover was 

merely calling for economic justice. 

 

While Hover may have been the one to launch the CWA, African Americans led its further expansion. As Baker 

notes, it was ―a handful of local black organizers who did the legwork of establishing CWA local.‖
7 

The Charleston News and Courier described the typical CWA organizer as going through the country "talking 

to the colored people wherever he could find them alone, in the fields or in the houses."
8
 In describing the 

organizing process, the paper went on to note that the traveling organizers would "read the labor catechism and 

constitution to his hearers," an approach reminiscent of black Union League organizers in the South during the 

mid 1860s.
9
 According to Reconstruction historian Eric Foner, Union League organizers convened in black 

churches, schools, homes, and, when necessary, in the fields or the woods.
10

 Their meetings, which were 

guarded by armed sentinels, began with a minister leading a prayer, followed by a pledge to the Republican 

party. Displayed on a nearby table were "a Bible, a copy of the Declaration of Independence, and an anvil or 

some other emblem of labor"—religious and secular symbols linking the spiritual, political, and material 

realities of African Americans in the South.
11

 

 

In South Carolina, CWA locals comprised as few as five dues-paying members. Small in size, so as not to draw 

attention from white planters and others potentially hostile to their organizing efforts, local members elected a 

secretary, treasurer, and president. CWA members briefly established a cooperative store, but were unable to 

sustain their initiative for lack of funding.
12

 Forced to take precautionary measures whenever and wherever they 

met, meetings were usually held after midnight, often in churches, with armed sentries posted at entrances to 

guard against raids.
13

 Like the Knights of Labor, from which the CVVA was in part derived, the organization 

attempted to raise wages, improve working conditions, and reduce the hours that black agrarian laborers were 

compelled to work during certain seasons or risk losing employment.
14

 The CWA's call for an inheritance tax 

and a guarantee of weekly wages—that is, in addition to a repeal of the poll tax, the implementation of a free 

cooperative school system, and land reform—placed the organization on the left wing of the political spectrum 

of organizations in the era. Nevertheless, the CWA's call for the direct election of U.S. senators and a "free 

ballot" placed it within the broader Populist camp that would soon challenge the Democratic party at the polls.
15

 

 

One of the more dynamic black leaders of the CWA, Sherman McCrary, was an agrarian worker from the 

Laurel Creek section of Greenville County. (Born in 1886 near South Packlett, North Carolina, he would later 

attend the seminary at Lincoln University and pursue a career as a minister).
16

 McCrary's grandfather, Isham 

McCrary, was as an outspoken community leader during the height of Reconstruction, who, on July 8, 1871, 

stood up to the Ku Klux Klan by testifying before a Congressional investigating committee in Spartanburg.
17

 

While Sherman McCrary's older brother Aaron was also active in the CWA, it was the younger sibling who 

assumed a leadership role. In April 1887, McCrary formed a club at the Pleasant View Baptist Church in the 

Fairview community of southern Greenville County, where meetings, "guarded by four armed pickets," were 

held late into the night.
18

 Over the next two months, he organized two other clubs in area-, south and northwest 

of Fairview and two additional clubs by July—one in Simpsonville, near Hopewell Church, and another in 

Fountain Inn. As McCrary established these clubs, he trained others, many his senior, to carry on the work of 

the organization. Among those he directed were Rilek Owens, Allen Dorroh, and Lee Harrison.
19

 



Recruitment efforts by leaders such as McCrary and Hover were successful, and the CWA began to grow. The 

planters reacted swiftly, but singled out Hover for attack, In part, this was due to Hover being less careful in 

keeping his activities covert than his black colleagues, whose collective history cautioned prudence, but it might 

also have reflected another dynamic—white prejudices. By targeting Hover as the sole leader of the movement, 

planters and farm operators were helping to reinforce their racial ideas of African Americans as incapable of 

organizing without white leadership. In some ways, that bias continues to be reflected in the manner in which 

Black Populism is characterized by most scholars today: a movement of African Americans under white 

leadership, as opposed to a movement of African Americans, principally led by African Americans, but which 

also included key white leaders. 

 

Over the course of 1886 and 1887, Hover, who had been traveling westwardly across the northern rim of South 

Carolina, is reported to have established as many as a dozen black locals. The "Hoover Scare" that broke out 

among white planters in the area soon rippled across the broader white community.
20

 Various attempts to 

infiltrate and uncover the plans of the CWA had been thwarted, which only served to fuel the rumor mill. Fear 

of reprisals and "Negro domination" loomed large. Soon, word spread that the CWA was 'organizing "against 

the whites [and encouraging] hostility between the races."
21

 White militia committees were hurriedly formed 

and deployed, with vigilantes scouring the countryside on horseback in search of suspected black leaders.
22

 

 

One CWA member who was cornered in the panic divulged information about others he knew to be involved in 

the organization. Threatened, the member revealed a "club list" that included the names of seventeen black 

leaders in the area.
23

 Planters launched a local inquisition, and the people named were quickly tracked down. 

The captives were initially brought into a large public room for questioning, but they were subsequently 

transferred to an isolated location. Although one newspaper reported that "the colored people were assured that 

no bodily harm should befall them," the move was clearly intended to intimidate them into compliance.
24

 

 

Under cross-examination, more names surfaced. It was later revealed that the CWA had upwards of two 

thousand members in the Spartanburg area alone.
25

 More people were rounded up and ordered to disband their 

locals. While most complied, a few apparently remained obstinate. In early July, a young black barber named 

Lee Minor spoke at a meeting in Greenville, where more than 150 African American men and women gathered 

in the city park and heard him emphatically deny that "the Co-operative Workers had ever made threats of any 

kind against the whites or encouraged hostility between the races in any shape or form."
26

 In hindsight, knowing 

that at least some of the members of the CWA went on to join other black agrarian organizations (based, for 

instance, on CFA membership claims), one may interpret what Minor reportedly said as an effort to 

simultaneously dissipate tensions while keeping an eye towards further recruitment. Without detailed records, 

however, scholars are left to discern what happened through circumstantial evidence. 

 

To discourage further organizing among black workers, planters in Cedar Grove, Woodruff, and Dacusville 

formed militia companies. For good measure, they distributed additional firearms to the local white adult male 

population. The apparent fear aroused by the formation of the CWA led the Dacusville militia to swell to over 

180 men; the Cedar Grove militia even formed a cavalry.
27

 (Ironically, if anyone had anything to fear, it was the 

black population. After all, it was their leaders who were summarily arrested, held captive, and interrogated 

against their will. Added to this, African Americans now faced armed, roving squads.)Despite what can only he 

called a massive paramilitary presence, African Americans continued holding meetings throughout July 1887. 

Out of these meetings, new leaders emerged. For instance, when Republican attorney D. R. Speer of Greenville, 

the announced speaker, failed to appear at a gathering of some thirty African Americans, a young white man 

named Tom Singleton rose on behalf of the CWA and spoke out against the machinations of the Democratic 

party. Immediately following his speech, a group of Democrats swept in to break up the meeting. 

 

Baker, the historian who has done the most work to shed light on the CWA, concludes: "The CWA, as a viable 

movement with the potential to effect change for laborers in South Carolina, was dead."
28

 The CWA was indeed 

dead, but while the particular organization may have been destroyed, individual organizers had not been 

silenced. The "movement" continued. As would become clear, a transition was underway between the two 



major phases of Black Populism in the region—from the earlier economic-organizing phase of the movement 

towards the independent electoral phase, including the formation of third parties, the running of insurgent and 

independent candidates, and the use of fusion with the Republican party. From this perspective, the demise of 

the CWA may be understood as the beginning of a different period in the South Carolina movement, one in 

which its black organizers took added precautions so as not to leave a trace. Hover, however, remained public in 

his organizing of black workers—and it nearly cost him his life. 

 

During the winter of 1886, Hover went on to organize black agrarian workers in eastern Georgia, where he 

placed advertisements for upcoming meetings. In the spring of 1887, while "speaking incendiary doctrine" at 

the pulpit of a church in Warrenton, he was almost killed. A group of mounted and masked, white-robed men 

rode up to the church and shot him through a window.
29

 Hover narrowly survived the attempted assassination, 

but lost an eye, the bullet lodging in the left side of his face near the back of his ea r. Apparently, no one else 

was injured in the incident. Known thereafter as the "one eyed orator," Hover covered his left eye with a green 

patch. As soon as he could, he fled to New York, where he remained briefly before returning to the South—first 

to Atlanta, then Greenville, South Carolina, and finally Hickory, North Carolina. Most African Americans in the 

South, unlike Hover, lacked the financial resources to leave the region, even if they wanted. Lee Minor and 

other black leaders, whose family roots lay in the immediate vicinity, along with rank-and-file members of the 

CWA, simply returned to work—no doubt with suspicion by their bosses surrounding their every move. Some 

waited for the alarm regarding the "hostilities" to subside before making their next move. For instance, when 

directly con-fronted by a southern white journalist about whether or not he was planning to attend a Fourth of 

July meeting, Minor replied that "he didn't believe it would be best for him to go outside of Greenville ... until 

the excitement had died out." Given the ongoing efforts to organize black agrarian workers, Minor's statement 

to the newspaper—like the earlier one he gave in front of a crowd in Greenville—suggests a tactical 

retrenchment, rather than a signal of final defeat.
30

 

 

THE COLORED FARMERS ALLIANCE 

The CFA, launched in Texas in December 1886-8he same year the CWA was founded in South Carolina—had 

organized chapters in Arkansas and Tennessee by 1888. Within one year, CFA organizers made their way into 

South Carolina. The connection between the Knights of Labor, the CWA, and the CFA has been summarized by 

Black Populism historian Gerald Gaither: "In South Carolina, the Colored Alliance movement was inspired by a 

forerunner, the Cooperative Workers of America, a subsidiary of the Knights of Labor."
31

 An incident pointing 

to the connection between the CWA and the CFA was when Tom Briar of the South Carolina CWA urged his 

fellow members to listen to the CFA's Cornelius J. Holloway in the summer of l 889. While Holloway invited 

members to join the black alliance, the details of his appeal, and the response he received, were either never 

recorded or subsequently destroyed. The Greenville Enterprise and Mountaineer, however, noted the following: 

"[Holloway] read the proceedings of the colored Farmers' Alliance Association and urged the people to go into 

something that was known to be good."
32

 Although the evidence is thin, the incident affirms some of the ties 

between independent black organizations at the grassroots. 

 

A new generation of post-Reconstruction leaders was emerging, including younger African Americans such as 

Sherman McCrary, who helped mobilize their communities to action. These leaders carried on the work of their 

predecessors by creating agrarian labor associations and clubs built on already-established networks created by 

the black churches and mutual aid societies formed during Reconstruction. But as political and economic 

conditions deteriorated for black farmers, sharecroppers, and agrarian workers, leaders of the new movement 

turned to the electoral arena.
33

 In the corning years, CFA leaders in the South and Midwest would help establish  

third parties and run independent and insurgent candidates for public office.
34

 

 

In different parts of the South, CFA leaders, such as James H. Powell of Mississippi, were shepherding Black 

Populism from agrarian organizing towards the formation of a national third party. Locally, political 

circumstances did not always permit, or favor, forming or joining a third party. In certain Congressional 

districts, black leaders saw the Republican party, despite its having been largely rendered impotent in the South 

with the collapse of Reconstruction, as the tactical means of building opposition to the Democratic-party 



establishment. Among the most prominent CFA leaders in the region-wide transition towards independent 

politics were North Carolina's Walter A. Pattillo and Virginia's William Warwick, the latter accused of 

"introducing politics" and "getting his nefarious work in the secret conclave [i.e., Colored Alliance]."
35

 In South 

Carolina, George Washington Murray, the CFA's state lecturer, took the lead. In 1893 he was nominated and 

subsequently elected to Congress as a Republican. But whether through an independent party (notably, the 

People's party, as was the case in Georgia and, later, Texas), fusion (for example, between the People's party 

and the Republican party in North Carolina), or largely through the Republican party (as in South Carolina), 

African Americans sought a variety of electoral tactics to strengthen their leverage against the Democrats. 

 

The idea of uniting black and white voters in a new party apparently had support among African Americans in 

South Carolina. In August 1890, Joseph J. Rogers, a white CFA superintendent from Virginia (and later  

North Carolina), reported that the organization in South Carolina, comprising 40,000 African American farmers 

and sharecroppers, was prepared to vote on masse for candidates mutually agreed upon with white Populists.
36

 

Four months later, Texas-based CFA general superintendent Richard M. Humphrey observed, "[From] the 

inception of the Alliance movement among Negroes[,] they have been in favor of a new political party."
37

 

Moreover, when the Virginia CFA was falsely accused of encouraging its members to vote for Democrats in 

early August 1891 the organization made an official statement: "The colored [people's] ... salvation rests in 

neither of the old political parties and [we] are no longer slaves to either."
38

 It would be safe to assume that at 

least some African Americans in South Carolina concurred with the sentiment from Virginia. 

 

Particularly difficult organizing conditions for black independents existed in South Carolina. Redeemers in 

South Carolina made plain that they would take decisive measures to suppress African Americans from gaining 

any organizational power that might infringe upon the political and economic interests of whites, as witnessed 

by the strong reaction to the CWA. In the face of such hostility, the CFA nevertheless organized some black 

support for the People's party in 1892. African Americans had to build support underground, though, without 

any assistance from the white alliances. As J. W. Bowden, a white Populist, remarked just weeks before the 

general election: ―We are not considering the negro. This is a question the negroes will have to settle for 

themselves. I have reason to believe that thousands of them will not go with the Republicans any longer. 

Especially do I believe this will be the case among the Colored Alliance.‖
39

 Most African Americans in South 

Carolina ended up supporting the Republican ticket in 1892; no People's party ticket even made an appearance 

in the state in 1894.
40

 Without a functioning third party in South Carolina, black voters necessarily turned to the 

Republican party, through which the CFA's leading organizer, George Washington Murray, was soon elected to 

Congress.
41

 

 

Murray, born to slave parents in Sumter County, South Carolina, on September 22, 1853, was orphaned after 

the Civil War. He attended public schools and later studied at the State Normal Institute at Columbia and the 

University of South Carolina. He earned a living farming and teaching (he would later become a successful 

inventor of agricultural technologies). Described by one contemporary as "well-proportioned and straight as a 

South Carolina palmetto," Murray was elected "State Lecturer" of the CFA.
42

 While still closely associated with 

the Colored Alliance, he entered Republican-party politics and was appointed an inspector of customs at the 

port of Charleston in 1890. The appointment set the stage for his run for Congress two years later.
43

 

 

THE REPUBLICAN PARTY 

In 1892 Murray, building on his growing grassroots popularity, sought and won the Republican party's 

nomination for Congress in the Seventh District, defeating three seasoned party leaders in the process. That 

autumn he went on to defeat Democrat Edwin M. Moise, a former attorney-general who had opposed political 

boss and state governor Benjamin R, Tillman. Unlike other elections, in which Republicans had their votes 

changed or invalidated, state-election-board canvassers in the Tillman camp refrained from tampering with the 

returns due to Murray's stance on "free silver" (contrary to the Republican sound-money policy).
44

 Murray was 

declared the winner. As it turned out, an endorsement of Tillman by the CFA in 1890 (for his taking a public 

stance against lynching) appears to have additionally worked in Murray's favor in the 1892 Congressional 

election.
45

 Over the next year and a half, as the state's CFA began to dissolve (it claimed 25,000 members at the 



end of 1892, down from 40,000 the year before), African Americans refocused their energies on electoral 

politics. Murray, serving in a highly visible public office, would shoulder much of the responsibility in 

combating the Democrats and their efforts to legally disfranchise African Americans in the state.
46

 

 
Serving in the U.S. House of Representatives from 1893 to 1895, Murray was an active member of the 

Committee on Education. He won a second term of office in the autumn of 1894, but only after fighting off 

several Republican challengers to win the party's nomination and overcoming Democratic attempts at fraud 

during the general election.
47

 After receiving a slew of reports on flagrant violations in the voting and tabulating 

process, Murray demanded that the state I3oard of Canvassers overturn the election. Registrars appointed by the 

Democratic party severely manipulated vote counts in Charleston, where Murray commanded a strong 

following. In a city with over 8,000 eligible black voters, Murray officially received less than 400 votes (5 

percent of the total). Throughout the district, election managers prohibited ballot-box inspections. Citing a 

mountain of evidence of fraud in the election (including testimonies), Murray took his case to Congress to the 

House Committee on Elections. After a protracted legal fight, the election was overturned, his rival, William 

Elliott, unseated, and "amid loud applause from the Republican side of the aisle," Murray entered Congress on 

June 4, 1896—seven days before the end of the first session.
48

 

 

Called "The Black Eagle of Sumpter," Murray aligned himself with Populist-oriented colleagues in Congress, 

condemning corporate interests opposed to the "producing and Laboring rnasses."
49

 Meanwhile, Murray's 

staunch opposition to disfranchisement, which pitted him directly against Tillman and his forces in the mid 

1890s, propelled the Republican Congress-man into the position of principal leader in both local and larger 

battles to protect black voting rights in the South. He spoke out against laws designed to have election managers 

representing only one party, voters intimidated when they went to the polls, ballot boxes stuffed or miscounted, 

and discriminatory registration procedures upheld in the courts. Among the most notorious of the procedural 

injustices devised by the Democratic party was the "eight-box rule," which required separate ballot boxes at the 

polls for each office. The rule was designed to induce black voters who were illiterate to miscast their ballots, 

thereby providing a legal pretext for invalidating their votes. Tillman boasted that despite the "enormous negro 

majority. . . . under our registration and eight-box laws[,1 two-thirds of the negroes can't vote."
50

 



Murray introduced and attempted to pass legislation guaranteeing federal protection of voting rights. He 

presented numerous petitions on the floor of Congress and called for a return to a "republican form of 

government."
51

 In February 1895, as the political situation at home grew worse, he took a leave of absence from 

Congress and returned to South Carolina to help organize the campaign against the rewriting of the state 

constitution. Despite his efforts, a constitutional convention was held that drafted, following what was called the 

"Mississippi plan," a new state constitution effectively disfranchising the entire African American voting pop 

ulation.
52

 By 1900 Tillman would state: "We have done our level best [to prevent blacks from voting) . . . we 

have scratched our heads to find out how we could eliminate the last one of them. We stuffed ballot boxes. We 

shot them. We are not ashamed of it."
53

 Murray had given a lengthy rebuke in Congress. Fie declared: "I know 

that the Sumners, Logans, Lincolns, Jeffersons, Grants, and Conklings are dead and sleeping beside the liberty 

of a class of their countrymen in whose behalf they have spoken and labored, but I do not despair. I have no 

apology to make for the truth, upon whose adamantine walls I am always willing to live or die."
54

 Populist-

leaning colleagues from the Midwest, including Indiana representative Henry Underwood Johnson, were 

supportive. But time, it seems, had run out for the Black Eagle, his fellow Black Populists, and their Republican 

allies. 

 

In the end, Black Populism in South Carolina, as in other areas of the South, was unable to sustain itself as a 

movement in the face of paramilitary attacks, intimidation, and other extra-legal tactics orchestrated by the 

Democratic party. The next half-century witnessed periodic efforts to reclaim black voting rights in the South. 

But it would take a new generation, and a new movement—the modern civil rights movement—for African 

Americans (along with their white allies) to finally dismantle the laws, state constitutions, and local codes and 

practices that disfranchised millions of men and women across the region. Put another way, Black Populist 

leaders from South Carolina (from McCrary and Minor to Holloway and Murray) were part of a long line of 

independent black organizers in the South beginning during Reconstruction and continuing through the modern 

civil rights movement each, in their own way, standing guard at the door of liberty. 
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