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“Fifty-nine colored men from seventeen states signed the call for a meeting near Buffalo, New York during the week of July 9, 1905’.” These are the words that Dubois wrote when he reminisced about his Niagara Movement. The Niagara Movement, though short lived, essentially gave birth to an organization that has survived into the present day, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The men who answered Dubois’ call were black professionals, including teachers, lawyers, ministers, physicians, and businessman.

The Niagara Movement existed from 1905 until 1909, when most of its members, including Dubois, joined the newly formed NAACP. From the beginning the Niagara Movement faced many problems, internal and external. These problems stemmed from rival civil rights groups and members disillusionment with the ability of this movement to achieve its goal. It would almost seem that the Niagara Movement was destined to fail.

The first meeting of the Niagara Movement was planned under a veil of secrecy. This was to prevent sabotage; Dubois’ greatest concern was the involvement of Booker T. Washington and his followers. Dubois and Washington could be considered the Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X of the early 20th century. Dubois and Washington, like King and X, had conflicting ideas on the direction that the civil rights movement should take. Where King believed in non-violent measures to achieve civil rights, Malcolm X. was willing to use force to fight for equality. Not to be overshadowed by successors, Dubois and Washington did not agree on the strategy to take for the betterment of their people. Dubois felt that blacks could better themselves through education and political involvement, where Washington as emphasized landownership for self-sufficiency and

refrain from participating in politics as the best course for blacks. However the two did try working together for a brief period but ultimately their differences were too great and Washington, the more established, had driven Dubois out of Tuskegee.  This move caused Dubois to form a group based on his ideals. In a letter written in 1939 Dubois wrote, “the Niagara Movement was a revolt against the Doctrine of Booker Washington.

In the spring of 1905, William M, Trotter4 and Dubois came to together in order to create what would become the Niagara Movement. Trotter was also an opponent of Washington, but did not always agree with Dubois.5 By May Dubois and Trotter had heard from forty men willing to participate in the Dubois’ meeting. Now all Dubois had to do was find a place to hold the meeting. After completing a search, he settled on Buffalo, New York. He chose Buffalo anticipating lower hotel rates because of an Elks6 convention taking place there in July 19O6. At this point of the planning stages, Washington was well informed of the movements of Dubois. Dubois did not suspect members of his own camp would give information to Washington; his trust in one man hurt his Movement. Edward Crosby, a confidant of Dubois was aligned with Washington.  Washington would also send an informant to Buffalo, Clifford Plummer.

Plummer found a lookout a few blocks away from the home where he believed the meeting was taking place. However he was unaware that meeting was actually held in Canada. According to Forth’s article Plummer used his connections to deter the Associated Press from covering the Niagara Movement. However there was some limited local coverage.

In the weeks leading up to the meeting, Dubois contacted William and Mary Talbert. The Talbert’s, were the most reliable people in Buffalo according to the information given to Dubois.” William Talbert was a clerk in the City’s treasurer’s Office and Mary was member of the National Association of Colored Women. According to Forth, Washington used Mary Talbert as an informant, but there is no proof to back Forth’s statement. 

The Niagara Movement did meet with out interference from the outside and with limited attendance. The 29 men met in Fort Erie, Canada. The reason for the decrease in attendance is credited to mutual white friends of would be attendees and Washington.  The meeting took place in Canada because that Dubois was not able to rent a hall in Buffalo.

The Niagara Movement was founded to address several issues, but the focus was more on freedom of speech and universal black male suffrage. Dubois stated that the Niagara Movement organizational set up was simple so that it could address specific objectives.  The organization only had two officers, a secretary and treasurer, Dubois, himself held the office secretary. In his letters addressing the objectives of the Niagara Movement, he made it apparent that the main task was to encourage black men to fight for their constitutional right to vote.

The men who attended the first meeting of the Niagara Movement were black professionals. The men were teachers, lawyers, clergymen, and business men. There is little information on those who attended the first meeting. In a photograph of the first meeting, only twelve men posed. The twelve men are as follow H. A. Thompson of New York, Alonzo F. Hemdon  of Georgia, Fred McGhee of Minnesota, J. Max Barber of Illinois; W.E.B. Dubois of Atlanta, Robert Bonner of Massachusetts; Henry L. Baily of Washington, D.C., Clement G. Morgan of Massachusetts; W.H.H. Hart of Washington, D.C. of and B.S. Smith of Kansas, and two unidentifiable men.

Along with waging political war for universal black male suffrage, the Niagara Movement had other objectives. Dubois put these objectives into an essay explaining the Niagara Movement in 1905, what the Niagara Movement Purposes to do:
1. Freedom of Speech and criticism

2. An unfettered and Unsubsidized press

3. Manhood Suffrage

4. The abolition of all caste distinctions based simply on race and color

5. The recognition of the principle of human brotherhood as a practical and present creed

6. The recognition of the highest and best training as the monopoly of class of race

7. A belief in the dignity of labor

United effort for realize these ideals under wise and courageous leadership. For each of these principles a subcommittee was created.

After the first meeting of the Niagara Movement word started to circulate about this new organization and local branches started to sprout throughout country. From the twenty- nine founders, the membership grew to a hundred and fifty at year’s end.  Like the founding members, the new members were alienated from Washington, because their ideas conflicted.

As the Niagara Movement continued to grow, Washington saw it more and more as threat to his leadership. Washington’s supporters proposed to address a belief of equality. This was an attempt to start a counter movement, using the Niagara Movement ideas, but at the same time Washington would be able preach his conservative views. The new organization would be presented as a better option because it would get more recognition than the Niagara Movement. The outcomes of this plan were not elaborated upon. 

As the Niagara Movement began its second year, the movement seemed to be growing, and even enlisted black college students. The students joined what was to be called the Junior Niagara Movement.  The Junior Movement would adopt the same goals as the Niagara Movement, and was intended to continue the work of the Niagara movement when the original founders were gone. Perhaps this plan did not develop as I was not able to find information on its members or accomplishments.
The Second annual meeting of the Niagara Movement took place at Harpers Ferry on August 17th, 1906. Dubois chose this site for many reasons, the first reason, was that it was historic, the second because Harper’s Ferry was the site of John Brown’s Raid of 1859. John Brown led a revolt against slavery in which he and his followers intended to kill slave owners and free slaves. John Brown’s raid was put down and he was executed. A third reason Dubois liked Harper’s Ferry was that it was home of Storer College,  which provided the conference rooms.27 Also in contrast to the first meeting, the second meeting was not held in secrecy. Dubois Stated;

.. .instead of meeting in secret, we met openly.. .and had in significance if not in numbers one of the greatest meetings that American Negroes ever held. ...and we talked some of the plainest English that had been given voice to by black men in America.”

Dubois considered the second meeting a great success, but he unlcnowingly allowed a

Washington operative to speak at the meeting, Richard Greener, a Howard University professor. Where Greener addressed the conference, his main objective was to spy on the Movement. It was inevitable that informants of Washington would be present; unfortunately one would not suspect a speaker to be one of them. In its second year, the Niagara Movement would start to slow down. Internal and external problems began to surface and Dubois was not gaining ground on Washington. Washington remained the foremost spokesman of the African American Community. With the authority as the most prominent figure, Washington was able to use his power to block any attempts by the Niagara Movement to gain notoriety. Washington used his connections to block the press coverage. Though press coverage was limited, a few Movement members did own newspapers and local chapters would hand out pamphlets. Another way Washington was capable of suppressing the Niagara Movement was locking them out of National Civil Rights Conferences. Washington threatened not attend or endorse groups if they allowed Niagara members attendance. An endorsement from Washington could be accompanied with financial backing.

Along with the external problems, there were equally great internal problems. One of which was alienation from other African American groups again this stemmed from Washington’s power. Also the two most prominent members, Dubois and Trotter differed on the direction the movement should take. The disagreements became public in 1907 at the third annual meeting in Boston. One issue which divided Dubois and Trotter was the admittance of women; Trotter was against the inviting women into the group. Trotter would leave the Niagara Movement to start his own group, the Negro-American Political League. Unfortunately, the schism of Dubois and Trotter was no real surprise, they often disagreed. However Dubois had great respect for Trotter stating, “I did not always agree with Trotter then or later, but he was an honest, brilliant, unselfish man.”  After witnessing the defection of Trotter, members began to lose hope in the movement.

Another problem facing the Movement was the financial problems. In the first two years of its life, the Movement had spent more money than they were able to raise. The Movement raised only $1,288.83, but spent $1,539.23. Financial problems continued to hurt the Movement, especially when they could not make progress on the

national level due to the inexperienced leadership.35 Also after the departure of Trotter, one of the most prolific members of the Movement, other members lost faith and stopped paying dues.

The Movement continued to linger for the next few years and the same problems continued. Dubois held himself responsible stating that his own “inexperience”36 was a contributing factor. For Dubois to admit this was shocking, Dubois was known to be arrogant at times and to admit his own limitations was practically unheard.

The movement would continue to do work for the next few years. The Movements’“Last Stand” would be the 1907 Niagara “Address to the World.”  Dubois encouraged black voters not cast their votes for the Republican Party in the up coming presidential election in 1908. This idea was very radical, blacks had always supported the Republican Party. Blacks supported the Republicans not because they supported black goals, rather that the Republican Party was the Party of Abraham Lincoln. Dubois called the Republican Party the “President Dictatorship.”  The effort though was unsuccessful, and Taft ultimately won the election by a majority. Dubois realized that he could not sway black voters from voting republicans. 

In 1908 a race riot broke out in Springfield, Illinois, which resulted in two things, the first white member of the Niagara Movement and more whites became more liberal in their views on the civil rights movement.    The first white member was Mary White Ovington. She was a settlement worker and a socialist.   Most liberal whites on the other hand did not join the Niagara Movement, they would opt to create there own organization, the National Association of the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). This move most certainly sealed the fate of the Niagara Movement.

In 1909 the Niagara Movement would meet one last time at Sea Isle City, New Jersey.  The turnout was minimal and press coverage was almost nonexistent. By this time the NAACP had begun recruiting black members, drawing largely from ex-Niagara members. The membership of Dubois however is arguable, many sources consider him to be one of the founders, Dubois however did not consider himself a founder, if anything just a prominent figure. Contrary to popular belief, the Niagara Movement as an organization remained separate group from the NAACP. Dubois stated that the “Niagara Movement never formally joined the NAACP.”  He joined the NAACP in 1910 after other former Niagara Movement members persuaded him to do so. As a member of the NAACP, Dubois accepted the position of Director of Publications and Research.   He also created The Crisis Magazine. Dubois would work with the NAACP, edited and published the Crisis until 1934. Dubois left the NAACP because of disagreements with other officials. This move saddened many members, especially those who had been part of the Niagara Movement. One member in particular, Mrs. W. H. Clifford wrote a letter to Dubois after reading his letter of resignation from the NAACP. She said “Your letter of resignation tore my heart.... all the Wonderful dreams of accomplishment and achievement- all gone.” Sentiment such as this persuaded Dubois to return to the NAACP in 1940’s to revive the Pan- African Movement and to give attention to international race relations. 

Dubois had a vision, that the black race would not take a passive and subservient role in US society; he found groups of men who had the same dream and created the Niagara Movement. The Niagara Movement struggled for five years to gain a place beside the much stronger and superiorly funded Tuskegee Institution and Booker T. Washington. Though they were never able to attain as much recognition, they set the ground work for the NAACP. Much of the Niagara Movement ideas as well as its members joined the NAACP, including Dubois. The Niagara Movement may not have been able to stand the test of time but their legacy and spirit has been carried on.
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