
I

GREAT WAR, FLAWED PEACE, 
AND THE LASTING LEGACY  

OF WORLD WAR I



1

AUTHOR
Isabel Morales 
Mendez High School 
Los Angeles, California

WHY?
World War I had profound effects on African Americans, 
yet this is a topic that may be overlooked in United States 
history courses. Teaching World War I traditionally 
involves a discussion of the causes of the war, trench 
warfare, Wilson's Fourteen Points, League of Nations, 
and the Treaty of Versailles, with little attention paid to 
the effects of this war on people of color. It is important 
to teach history that reflects the racial diversity of our 
country. I wanted to develop a lesson plan that helps 
teachers develop more inclusive classrooms.

OVERVIEW
In this lesson, students will learn about the experiences of 
African American servicemen immediately following World 
War I. They will analyze W.E.B. DuBois’ words, maps of 
racial violence, and the experiences of African American 
veterans to determine how World War I was a turning 
point in African American history. Students will map racial 
violence in post-World War I America and craft a speech 
from the perspective of African American veterans.

OBJECTIVES
At the conclusion of this activity, students will be able to

 › Analyze the ways in which serving in the war 
empowered African American veterans; 

 › Map the experiences of African Americans after 
World War I; and

 › Develop a conclusion about the post-World War I 
experiences of African Americans.

WE RETURN FIGHTING: 
MAPPING THE EXPERIENCES OF 
AFRICAN AMERICAN SOLDIERS 
AFTER WORLD WAR I
 
GUIDING QUESTION: How did the lives of African American veterans change after 
World War I?

STANDARDS CONNECTIONS
CONNECTIONS TO COMMON CORE 
 › CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3 Determine the central ideas 

or information of a primary or secondary source; provide 
an accurate summary of how key events or ideas develop 
over the course of the text.

DOCUMENTS USED
PRIMARY SOURCES
"Cavalry Arrives Bisbee, Ariz., To Down Race Riots,” The Evening 
Gazette, July 4, 1919. 
Newspapers.com (549790779) 
https://www.newspapers.com/
image/549790779/?terms=bisbee%2Brace%2Briot

Claude McKay, “If We Must Die,” 1919 
Poetry Foundation 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44694/if-we-must-die

“Disorder Spreads Despite Calvary Guards; Wounded Soldiers in 
Hospital Fired Upon,” New-York Tribune, July 22, 1919 
Newspapers.com (79057317) 
https://www.newspapers.com/
image/79057317/?terms=the%2Bwashington%2Brace%2Briots

“Guardsmen Restore Quiet,” Salt Lake Telegram, September 1, 1919 
Newspapers.com (288683876) 
https://www.newspapers.com/
image/288683876/?terms=knoxville%2Brace%2Briot

“Mob Sets Fire to Co. Courthouse and gets Prisoner from the 
Roof,” Iowa City Press-Citizen, September 29, 1919 
Newspapers.com (19405599) 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/19405599/ 
?terms=ohama%2Brace%2Briot%2Bseptember%2B29

“Outbreak Reported at Elaine,” Arkansas Democrat, October 1, 1919 
Newspapers.com (166304376) 

https://www.newspapers.com/image/166304376/ 
?terms=elaine%2Brace%2Briot%2Boctober%2B1

https://www.newspapers.com/image/549790779/?terms=bisbee%2Brace%2Briot
https://www.newspapers.com/image/549790779/?terms=bisbee%2Brace%2Briot
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44694/if-we-must-die 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/79057317/?terms=the%2Bwashington%2Brace%2Briots
https://www.newspapers.com/image/79057317/?terms=the%2Bwashington%2Brace%2Briots
https://www.newspapers.com/image/288683876/?terms=knoxville%2Brace%2Briot
https://www.newspapers.com/image/288683876/?terms=knoxville%2Brace%2Briot
https://www.newspapers.com/image/19405599/?terms=ohama%2Brace%2Briot%2Bseptember%2B29
https://www.newspapers.com/image/19405599/?terms=ohama%2Brace%2Briot%2Bseptember%2B29
https://www.newspapers.com/image/166304376/?terms=elaine%2Brace%2Briot%2Boctober%2B1
https://www.newspapers.com/image/166304376/?terms=elaine%2Brace%2Briot%2Boctober%2B1
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“Race Troubles Near Star City are Not Feared,” Pine Bluff Daily, 
September 4, 1919 
Encyclopedia of Arkansas 
https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/media/briggs-lynching-
article-12259/

“Riots Sweep Chicago,” The Chicago Defender, August 2, 1919 
Fold3 
https://www.fold3.com/image/182725736

“Race Riots in Chicago,” The Washington Post, July 28, 1919 
Newspapers.com (31540041) 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/31540041/?terms= 
Chicago%2BRace%2Briot%2Baugust%2B5

“Six Dead, Many Injured in Charleston Race Riot,” Winston-Salem 
Journal, May 11, 1919 
Newspapers.com (80962725) 
https://www.newspapers.com/
image/80962725/?terms=charleston%2Brace%2Briot

“Soldiers Patrol Texas Town to Prevent Race Riot,” The Sun, July 
12, 1919 
Newspapers.com (66045777) 
https://www.newspapers.com/
image/66045777/?terms=longview%2Brace%2Briot

W.E.B. Du Bois, “Returning Soldiers” The Crisis, May 1919 
Gilder Lehrman Center for the Study of Slavery, Resistance, and 
Abolition, Yale University 
https://glc.yale.edu/returning-soldiers

SECONDARY SOURCES
“African American Soldiers in World War I” 
PBS Learning Media 
https://ca.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/dpla-pss-062/
primary-source-set-african-american-soldiers-in-world-war-i/

Interactive Map, Karen Sieber, Visualizing the Red Summer 
Visualizing the Red Summer 
http://visualizingtheredsummer.com/?dhp-project=map

Written Document Analysis Sheet 
National Archives and Records Administration 
https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/
written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf

 
MATERIALS
 › Written Document Analysis Sheet

 › Computer with projector

 › A large map of the United States (can be projected and 
drawn on butcher paper if no map is available)

 › Sticky notes in two different colors (one for each student)

ACTIVITY PREPARATION
 › Make one copy of the following for each pair of students:

 » Claude McKay, “If We Must Die,” 1919

 » W.E.B. Du Bois, “Returning Soldiers” The Crisis, May 1919

 › Make one copy of the following for each student:

 » Written Document Analysis Sheet

 »  Call to Action Assignment

 › Print copies of the Returning Veteran Stories so that each 
pair of students has a different article. 

 › Divide the students into pairs.

PROCEDURE
ACTIVITY ONE: HISTORICAL CONTEXT (30 MINUTES)
 › Ask students what they know about the experiences of 

African Americans in World War I. 

 » Teacher Tip: If students need more background, check 
out the “African Americans in World War I” resource 
from PBS Learning Media. 

 › Give each student a copy of the poem, “If We Must Die” and 
the Written Document Analysis Sheet.

 » Read the poem out loud to students.

 » Instruct students to re-read it silently, annotating as they 
go, and engage in the document analysis task.

 » Tell students to turn and talk with the partner next to 
them, sharing their responses to the “Try to Make Sense 
of It” section.

 › Inform students that this poem captures the feelings of 
many African Americans returning from World War I. Ask 
them to list adjectives that describe these postwar feelings. 
Chart them on the board.

 › Distribute copies of the article, “Returning Soldiers,” and 
ask students to source the document, using the “Observe 
its parts” section of the Written Document Analysis Sheet. 
Tell students to highlight the author, date, and publication on 
their paper. 

 » Read the first two paragraphs together and ask students 
to paraphrase this part of the document.

 » Chunk the remaining sections, and partner students up. 
Assign students different sections to read and annotate, 
paying attention to similarities and differences between 
this document and Claude McKay’s poem. Share student 
responses with the rest of the class.

https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/media/briggs-lynching-article-12259/
https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/media/briggs-lynching-article-12259/
https://www.fold3.com/image/182725736 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/31540041/?terms=Chicago%2BRace%2Briot%2Baugust%2B5
https://www.newspapers.com/image/31540041/?terms=Chicago%2BRace%2Briot%2Baugust%2B5
https://www.newspapers.com/image/80962725/?terms=charleston%2Brace%2Briot
https://www.newspapers.com/image/80962725/?terms=charleston%2Brace%2Briot
https://www.newspapers.com/image/66045777/?terms=longview%2Brace%2Briot
https://www.newspapers.com/image/66045777/?terms=longview%2Brace%2Briot
https://glc.yale.edu/returning-soldiers
https://ca.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/dpla-pss-062/primary-source-set-african-american-soldiers-in-world-war-i/
https://ca.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/dpla-pss-062/primary-source-set-african-american-soldiers-in-world-war-i/
http://visualizingtheredsummer.com/?dhp-project=map 
https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf
https://www.archives.gov/files/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf
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ACTIVITY TWO: RED SUMMER OF 1919 (30 MINUTES)
 › Project the map, Visualizing the Red Summer and explain to 

students that violence erupted in many places when African 
Americans returned home.

 › Assign each pair of students one “dot” from the Visualizing 
the Red Summer map. Click on the dot to give students 
basic context to their case study.

 » Teacher Tip: There are nine newspaper articles from 
various locations around the nation.

 » Distribute the appropriate newspaper article to each 
group.

 » Give each pair of students one sticky note of each color. 
Tell them that they will write two sentences on each 
post-it. 

 › On one color, they will summarize the “green dot” 
event. 

 › On the other, they will summarize the returning 
veterans’ story.

 › Give students time to complete this task, and then ask them 
to read their post-its out loud and place them on the large 
U.S. map. Once the events have been mapped, ask students 
the following questions, to be discussed in pairs and as a 
whole class:

 » What do you notice?

 » What does it make you wonder?

 
ASSESSMENT
 › Distribute the Call to Action Assignment to each pair of 

students.

METHODS FOR EXTENSION
 › Students can research the role of the National 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in advocating for 
anti-lynching laws and the government’s response. 

 › Students can track the unsuccessful 1922 Dyer Anti-
Lynching Bill’s journey through Congress. 
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CLAUDE MCKAY, “IF WE MUST DIE,” 1919 
POETRY FOUNDATION

 
If We Must Die (1919) 

By Claude McKay 

If we must die, let it not be like hogs 
Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot, 

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs, 
Making their mock at our accursèd lot. 

If we must die, O let us nobly die, 
So that our precious blood may not be shed 

In vain; then even the monsters we defy 
Shall be constrained to honor us though dead! 
O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe! 

Though far outnumbered let us show us brave, 
And for their thousand blows deal one death-blow! 

What though before us lies the open grave? 
Like men we’ll face the murderous, cowardly pack, 

Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!
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W.E.B. DU BOIS, “RETURNING SOLDIERS” THE CRISIS, MAY 1919 
GILDER LEHRMAN CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF SLAVERY, RESISTANCE, AND ABOLITION, YALE UNIVERSITY

We are returning from war! The Crisis and tens of thousands of black men were drafted into a great struggle. 
For bleeding France and what she means and has meant and will mean to us and humanity and against the 
threat of German race arrogance, we fought gladly and to the last drop of blood; for America and her highest 
ideals, we fought in far-off hope; for the dominant southern oligarchy entrenched in Washington, we fought 
in bitter resignation. For the America that represents and gloats in lynching, disfranchisement, caste, brutality 
and devilish insult—for this, in the hateful upturning and mixing of things, we were forced by vindictive fate to 
fight also.
But today we return! We return from the slavery of uniform which the world’s madness demanded us to don 
to the freedom of civil garb. We stand again to look America squarely in the face and call a spade a spade. We 
sing: This country of ours, despite all its better souls have done and dreamed, is yet a shameful land.

It lynches.

And lynching is barbarism of a degree of contemptible nastiness unparalleled in human history. Yet for fifty 
years we have lynched two Negroes a week, and we have kept this up right through the war.

It disfranchises its own citizens.

Disfranchisement is the deliberate theft and robbery of the only protection of poor against rich and black 
against white. The land that disfranchises its citizens and calls itself a democracy lies and knows it lies.

It encourages ignorance.

It has never really tried to educate the Negro. A dominant minority does not want Negroes educated. It wants 
servants, dogs, whores and monkeys. And when this land allows a reactionary group by its stolen political 
power to force as many black folk into these categories as it possibly can, it cries in contemptible hypocrisy: 
“They threaten us with degeneracy; they cannot be educated.”

It steals from us.

It organizes industry to cheat us. It cheats us out of our land; it cheats us out of our labor. It confiscates our 
savings. It reduces our wages. It raises our rent. It steals our profit. It taxes us without representation. It keeps 
us consistently and universally poor, and then feeds us on charity and derides our poverty.

It insults us.

It has organized a nation-wide and latterly a world-wide propaganda of deliberate and continuous insult and 
defamation of black blood wherever found. It decrees that it shall not be possible in travel nor residence, 
work nor play, education nor instruction for a black man to exist without tacit or open acknowledgment of his 
inferiority to the dirtiest white dog. And it looks upon any attempt to question or even discuss this dogma as 
arrogance, unwarranted assumption and treason.

This is the country to which we Soldiers of Democracy return. This is the fatherland for which we fought! 
But it is our fatherland. It was right for us to fight. The faults of our country are our faults. Under similar 
circumstances, we would fight again. But by the God of Heaven, we are cowards and jackasses if now that 
that war is over, we do not marshal every ounce of our brain and brawn to fight a sterner, longer, more 
unbending battle against the forces of hell in our own land.

We return.

We return from fighting.

We return fighting.

Make way for Democracy! We saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, we will save it in the United 
States of America, or know the reason why.
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CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA 
“SIX DEAD, MANY INJURED IN CHARLESTON RACE RIOT,” WINSTON-SALEM JOURNAL, MAY 11, 1919 
NEWSPAPERS.COM (80962725)

On May 10, 1919, a riot broke out in Charleston, South Carolina. White sailors turned violent after the death of 
a fellow sailor. It was believed that the sailor had been shot and killed by an African American while exploring 
downtown Charleston. White sailors harassed black passerby and fighting ensued between the two groups.
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BISBEE, ARIZONA 
“CAVALRY ARRIVES BISBEE, ARIZ., TO DOWN RACE RIOTS,” THE EVENING GAZETTE, JULY 4, 1919. 
NEWSPAPERS.COM (549790779)

During a Fourth of July parade in 1919, Bisbee, Arizona became the site of another "Red Summer" race 
riot. When members of the segregated 10th Cavalry Regiment (known as the Buffalo Soldiers) attempted to 
participate in the celebratory parade, racial tensions in the town exploded. Fierce fighting broke out between 
white police officers and African American soldiers. Shots were fired and some involved were wounded. No 
deaths resulted from the rioting. In the end, the 10th Cavalry Regiment participated in the parade, but racial 
tensions still persisted.
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LONGVIEW, TEXAS  
“200 SOLDIERS PATROL TEXAS TOWN TO PREVENT RACE RIOT,” THE SUN, JULY 12, 1919 
NEWSPAPERS.COM (66045777)
Just days after the events in Bisbee, Arizona, Longview, Texas had its own race riot. A month earlier, a black 
man, Lemuel Walters, had been lynched. Walters had been scapegoated by the white community and the 
press, who painted him as a thief. He was also accused of harassing a white woman. The Chicago Defender 
(an African American newspaper) wrote a scathing article over the murder of Walters. White Longview 
community members turned their rage over the article on community member Samuel L. Jones, a supporter 
of the Chicago Defender and local activist. A white mob attacked Jones, who was forced into hiding. The 
white rioters continued to harass Jones, who had to be protected by black community members. When a 
white mob showed up at Jones’ house, they found it guarded by black men with guns. Jones’ protectors 
fired at the white mob, injuring some. The mob fled, only to return hours later and burn Jones’ house to the 
ground. They turned their rage on other black community members’ properties as well. In the end, Jones, and 
his close friend Dr. Calvin Jones, had to flee Longview in order to save their lives. When the violence got too 
great, the National Guard and state troopers were called in and enacted martial law in the town. 
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WASHINGTON, D.C. 
“DISORDER SPREADS DESPITE CAVALRY GUARDS; WOUNDED SOLDIERS IN HOSPITAL FIRED UPON,”  
NEW-YORK TRIBUNE, JULY 22, 1919 
NEWSPAPERS.COM (79057317) 

On July 19, 1919, the nation’s capital experienced its own race riot during the "Red Summer" of 1919. A white 
mob, comprised of sailors, soldiers, and Marines, descended on African American soldiers returning from 
World War I. Rather than welcoming those returning veterans, the white mob attacked them out of anger for 
the alleged assault of Eslie Stepnick. Charles Ralls, a black man, was accused of the crime. Fighting between 
the soldiers exploded across the city. By the next day, little was done to deal with the fighting, and the 
violence continued. Innocent African Americans became victims of violent beatings. Events escalated more 
when black community members fought back against the white rioters. After four days, President Woodrow 
Wilson finally ordered guards to stop the violence in the city. 



10

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS 
“RACE RIOTS IN CHICAGO,” THE WASHINGTON POST, JULY 28, 1919 
NEWSPAPERS.COM (31540041)

Just weeks after the rioting in Bisbee, Arizona, Longview, Texas, and Washington, D.C., Chicago exploded. 
What started out as a seemingly innocent day at the Lake Michigan beach turned violent as a white mob took 
out its anger on black men and women. The beaches of the lake had long been segregated. When a group of 
black swimmers tried to use the white side of the lake, they met with an angry mob. On July 29, just two days 
later, a group of black teenagers were swimming and their raft drifted onto the white side of the lake. A white 
rioter picked up a rock and struck Eugene Williams in the head. Williams drowned. The white protester was 
not arrested for his actions. Violence escalated as black community members protested. Violence raged for 
close to a week in Chicago and by the end 23 black and 15 white Chicagoians had died. 
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CHICAGO, ILLINOIS  
“RIOTS SWEEP CHICAGO,” THE CHICAGO DEFENDER, AUGUST 2, 1919 
FOLD3.COM

The Chicago Defender has served black Chicagoian readers since 1905. The newspaper often worked as 
a mouthpiece against Jim Crow and racial violence. The events of 1919 Chicago race riot received much 
attention in the newspaper. The article gives a unique perspective of the rioting from an African American 
perspective.
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KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE 
“GUARDSMEN RESTORE QUIET,” SALT LAKE TELEGRAM, SEPTEMBER 1, 1919 
NEWSPAPERS.COM (288683876)

On August 30, Knoxville, Tennessee experienced its own race riot during “Red Summer.” Maurice Mays, 
an African American man, was accused of murdering a white woman. When Mays was identified as the 
assailant, an angry white mob descended on the jail. They broke in and searched for Mays. The mob wreaked 
havoc on the jail, setting prisoners free and damaging the jail itself. When they could not find Mays, they 
headed for the black community in Knoxville. The National Guard had to be called in to stop the violence from 
escalating. By August 31, the riot ended.
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OMAHA, NEBRASKA 
“MOB SETS FIRE TO CO. COURTHOUSE AND GETS PRISONER FROM THE ROOF,” IOWA CITY PRESS-CITIZEN, SEPTEMBER 29, 1919 
NEWSPAPERS.COM (19405599)
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ELAINE, ARKANSAS 
“OUTBREAK REPORTED AT ELAINE,” ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT, OCTOBER 1, 1919 
NEWSPAPERS.COM (166304376)

Elaine, Arkansas, became the site of a race riot on September 30, 1919. Black farmers came together to 
establish a union to fight for better wages and prices. A white mob took shots at them as they gathered.  
In self-defense, the black farmers fired back. The situation escalated quickly and led to an all-out massacre, 
which left more than 100 African Americans dead. Black community members were also scapegoated for 
the events, despite the fact that white rioters had played a larger role in the ensuing violence. The events at 
Elaine, Arkansas came at the end of the "Red Summer." 
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Materials created by the National Archives and Records Administration are in the public domain.Materials created by the National Archives and Records Administration are in the public domain.

Analyze a Written Document

Meet the document.
Type (check all that apply):
	❑	Letter	 ❑	Speech	 ❑	Patent ❑	Telegram	 ❑	Court document 
 ❑	Chart	 ❑	Newspaper  ❑	Advertisement ❑	Press Release ❑	Memorandum 
	❑	Report ❑	Email ❑	Identification document	 	 ❑	Presidential document	 	

	❑	Congressional document ❑	Other 	

Describe it as if you were explaining to someone who can’t see it.
Think about:  Is it handwritten or typed? Is it all by the same person? Are there stamps or other marks? What else do you see on it?

Observe its parts.
Who wrote it?  

Who read/received it? 

When is it from? 

Where is it from?

Try to make sense of it.
What is it talking about?

Write one sentence summarizing this document.

Why did the author write it?   

Quote evidence from the document that tells you this.

What was happening at the time in history this document was created?

Use it as historical evidence.
What did you find out from this document that you might not learn anywhere else?

What other documents or historical evidence are you going to use to help you understand this 
event or topic?
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CALL TO ACTION SPEECH 
 
In the early 1920s, it was common for groups to hire speakers to stand on corners of cities and advocate 
for a particular point of view. The goal of the speaker was to inform the public and advocate for them to get 
involved in a particular cause.

Each pair of students will write a speech informing the country of rising racial violence after World War I. 
Integrate information from the primary documents as well as the mapping activity. This speech must include a 
call to action - what can citizens and government officials do about this? 
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