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In January 1919, the United States joined with nearly thirty other nations in Paris to 

negotiate the terms of peace after World War I. You probably knew that. But you may not 

know that that in February of 1919 Paris also hosted a Pan-African Congress. The adjacent 

meeting sought to insure that people of African descent held a place within the new global 

order.  Black intellectual leader W.E.B. DuBois travelled to Paris as a representative of the 

newly organized, interracial NAACP. In Paris, DuBois helped to organize the Pan-African 

Congress, which representatives from 15 nations attended. However, few African nations 

attended because their colonial governments refused them passports.  

 

In her 2020 biography of Boston journalist and activist William Monroe Trotter, historian 

Kerri K. Greenidge adds to the story.1 Prior to the January and February 1919 events in 

Paris, Trotter, a national voice in radical Black thought and activism, helped to organize a 

National Colored Congress for World Democracy in December 1918 in D.C. An unrelenting 

advocate for Black-led organizations, Trotter firmly believed not only in racial equality, but 

in the agency of African Americans to know best what they needed. For decades he had 

promoted a “race first” perspective that called for African Americans to place their full civil 

rights, as promised in the Constitution, before allegiance to any political party. By 

emphasizing political independence, Trotter sought to make evident the power of Black 

suffrage to sway elections to one party or another. In this way, Trotter hoped to make 

politicians take notice of the issues important to African American citizens.  

 

By virtue of Trotter’s activism and his Boston weekly paper, the Guardian, Trotter and the 

various organizations he had helped to found were well-known to D.C. politicians by 

December 1918. Indeed, Trotter had twice met with then-president Woodrow Wilson—

more on that later.  The D.C. Congress was officially sponsored by the Liberty League and 

included more than three hundred African American leaders from thirty-seven states. 

Together the attendees drafted an address to present in Paris and also elected eleven 

delegates to send overseas—a list that included Monroe Trotter.  

 

                                                             

1 Kerri K. Greenidge, Black Radical: The Life and Times of William Monroe Trotter (New York: 

Liveright Publishing, 2020).  

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1914-1920/paris-peace
https://blogs.loc.gov/loc/2019/02/african-american-history-month-first-pan-african-congress/
https://frugalbookstore.net/products/black-radical-the-life-and-times-of-william-monroe-trotter-by-kerri-k-greenidge-1?_pos=1&_sid=7d0163a4f&_ss=r&variant=39337919414353
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However, the War Department denied passports to all African Americans seeking passage 

to France, with two exceptions:  W.E.B. DuBois and Tuskegee president Robert Russa 

Moton, a racial conservative. While DuBois would form the Pan-African Congress, to the 

members of the Liberty League’s D.C. Congress, the Paris gathering fell far short by tepidly 

accepting the ongoing European colonization of Africa. 

 

Even so, Trotter remained determined to get to Paris. Greenidge reports that Trotter 

received a crash course on cooking in order to receive a laborer’s passport as a chef on a 

ship sailing to France. At Havre on the coast of France, Trotter slipped off the ship to “mail a 

letter” and then made his way to Versailles by May of 1919. While the Treaty had already 

been sent to Germany for signature, Trotter still presented the D.C. Congress’ demands to 

all the delegates gathered to make them aware of the “racial situation” in America.  

Although the final Treaty did not reflect these demands, Trotter’s international advocacy 

on behalf of African Americans made waves in the press back home.  

 

I find this story astounding. And until reading Greenidge’s book, I knew none of it. Did you? 

 

While I often consider all I do not know about history, I have been increasingly aware of all 

I particularly do not know about Black History and Black resistance in history. Sure, we are 

taught the broad outlines of the practice of slavery in the U.S. from the time we are kids.  

And, as Unitarian Universalists, we are quick to point to our affiliations with white 

abolitionists, including our own local author-activist, Lydia Maria Child. But what else do I 

not know? In asking that question, I decided to start relatively local with the city of Boston.  

 

Last Saturday a small group of us journeyed downtown to visit the Museum of African 

American History and to walk the Black Heritage Trail on Beacon Hill. While vaguely aware 

that this area had been a site of African American residences, I had not envisioned the 

thriving community that existed on the north side of Beacon Hill and Boston’s West End. 

From opening the first public school for African American children to hosting innumerable 

lectures, concerts, and worship services at the African American Meetinghouse, the 

community cultivated economic, social, civic, religious, and political networks.  

 

From this West End community, African American residents of Boston later began to move 

to the South End and the adjacent Lower Roxbury—areas where William Monroe Trotter 

would spend much of his life. Son of a man with his own remarkable history, Monroe 

Trotter grew up in relative comfort and then graduated from Harvard College. After 

struggling to find employment fitting to his education, Trotter began both his own real 

estate business and a weekly newspaper, the Guardian. Conscious of history, to publish the 
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Guardian Trotter rented out the same office space on Tremont Street from which William 

Lloyd Garrison had published the 19th century abolitionist paper The Liberator.  

 

Historical awareness of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to the Constitution, which 

guaranteed equality and civil rights for African Americans, also fueled Trotter. During the 

Civil War, Trotter’s father and his generation had fought for those rights and, for a time, 

enjoyed political representation in Massachusetts and beyond. The effective removal of 

Black suffrage in the Southern states enraged Trotter. And after decades of evidence to the 

contrary, Trotter did not trust the Republicans, the party of Lincoln, to guarantee either 

Black suffrage or civil rights. In the Guardian, Trotter spoke up on these issues and did so in 

a direct, even angry, manner that was indeed radical for the time. 

 

For during that era, the most prominent African American voice was Booker T. Washington, 

president of the Tuskegee Institute. But, to Trotter and other radicals, Washington was an 

accommodationist who accepted the status quo of segregation in exchange for a handful of 

political appointments to weak positions in the federal government.  While Trotter and the 

intellectual leader W.E.B. DuBois initially collaborated in 1905 on the black-led Niagara 

Movement, they fell out when DuBois included persons Trotter had grudges against.  Let’s 

just say author Greenidge portrays Trotter’s actions in this episode as less than fully 

mature, even referring to them as tantrums.  

 

So, Trotter wasn’t perfect. And yet, he did something neither Washington nor DuBois 

managed—he built out a coalition across class lines to support his “race first” politics. All 

from Tremont Street in Boston.  

 

Unfortunately, Trotter burned through the fortune received from his father. To sustain The 

Guardian, he relied on the support and hard work of his mother, Virginia, his wife, Deenie, 

and his sisters, Maude and Bessie. His wife, Deenie, died of the Spanish Flu just three 

months before that D.C. Congress in 1918. Still, Monroe continued with The Guardian, for 

many more years until becoming overwhelmed in the 1930’s by financial struggles, 

political divisions within the African American community, and the continued failure of the 

American government to protect Black citizens. On April 7, 1934, his sixty-second birthday, 

Trotter died by apparent suicide.  

 

When he died, the power of the coalition Trotter had built was evident. As Greenidge 

writes,  

 

“Alone amongst his contemporaries William Monroe Trotter appealed to the black 

genteel poor from Boston to Cleveland while attracting the ire, the uncomfortable 

https://www.tuskegee.edu/discover-tu/tu-presidents/booker-t-washington
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/niagara-movement-1905-1909/
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/niagara-movement-1905-1909/
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tolerance, and eventually, the begrudging respect of the colored elite. At his death, 

everyone from Harlem politician Adam Clayton Powell Jr., to Howard University 

conservative Kelly Miller, to Pan-African Community [socialist] George Padmore, 

offered Trotter their heartfelt thanks. “Without the Guardian of Boston,” Adam 

Clayton Power stated, “the teeming masses in Harlem, in Chicago, in Detroit would 

have no heroes.” (xviii) 

 

Trotter was a hero in his era because he spoke out without apology for racial equality. He 

did this as a columnist in the Guardian, as a public speaker in the innumerable rallies he 

organized at Faneuil Hall, in the “race first” organizations and institutions he helped to 

establish, and even when he met the President. 

 

The first time Trotter met Woodrow Wilson, he was sizing up whether Wilson, a Democrat, 

would indeed promote racial equality and Black civil rights. Trotter was impressed by 

Wilson’s demeanor towards him and apparent sincerity in listening to Trotter’s concerns.  

And yet, when Wilson became president, he segregated the federal workforce. Thus, when 

Trotter next met with the President, he directly expressed his dismay at Wilson’s actions 

and policies. While Wilson’s administration would not change course, Trotter nonetheless 

became a hero for doing something astounding:  speaking up for equality without apology 

to the President of the United States . . . as a Black man. 

 

Maybe this is not astonishing to us today. The expression of rage in politics seems to be 

commonplace. But at the start of the 20th century, the idea of an African American man 

speaking as an equal to white men, even to a white men of power like President Wilson, 

was a very bold action. Trotter was not content to wait, to accommodate, to accept 

whatever white progressives and liberals might offer. Trotter believed that the African 

American community was already full citizens, capable of self-direction in advocating for 

the civil rights promised in the Constitution and now denied them. For this, he is known as 

a radical.  

 

As a middle-aged white woman from the Midwest, I’ve never been comfortable with 

identifying as a radical. I’m much more in the white liberal camp of working within systems 

to make things better over time. Which is why reading about Trotter unsettles me. Looking 

back, Trotter so clearly seems to be right in his advocacy for racial equality, Black suffrage, 

and the enforcement of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments. And Trotter wasn’t perfect. 

Still, I wonder in what ways my own moderate impulses may be blinding me to the just 

urgency that I hear from today’s black radicals—the voices of the Movement for Black Lives 

that call for the end of anti-black practices of mass incarceration, surveillance of black 

communities, ongoing economic inequality, and more.  

https://m4bl.org/policy-platforms/
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In the meantime, the town of Wayland is straining beneath racial tensions surrounding 

events in the schools. Much remains publicly unknown in the conflict between the school 

committee, teachers, parents, and the superintendent.  Whatever that eventual outcome of 

the employment issues may be, what does seem clear to me is that as a predominantly 

white community Wayland is still struggling with how to navigate dynamics of racial 

difference and bias in our schools and wider community. So, as a religious community that 

states a commitment to the inherent worth and dignity of all persons as well as equity and 

justice in human relations, how might we play a role as individuals and as a congregation in 

learning how to better navigate these dynamics?  

 

I don’t have any simple answers—although I do know that you can buy a bracelet to 

support fund-raising for diversity, equity, and inclusion programs from Jada in coffee hour 

today. And I know that it’s made a difference to me to learn more about the stories of Black 

resistance, such as Trotter’s story as well as those recounted at the Museum of African 

American History in Boston. Such stories chip away at the bias to white paternalism I’ve 

unconsciously inherited. Slowly I learn to better respect the full agency of African 

Americans to speak out and lead on the issues that impact their lives. Slowly I learn to 

better recognize all I do not know about Black history and African American experience. 

Slowly I learn, I hope, to be a better ally and accomplice in the ongoing work for racial 

justice.  

 

My hope for us all is that we remain grounded in our shared values of affirming human 

dignity and equity as we navigate the sometimes messy work of building a better, more just 

world. 

 

So may it be. 

Amen.  

  


