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Examining Structural Racism 
in Jim Crow-Era Illinois 

T 
his chapter examines the contours of racial ideologies and their impacts 

on social dynamics in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Illi­

nois by undertaking historical, archaeological, and comparative studies of 

three African American communities, In addition to overt acts of racism and racial 

violence, African American communities in the nineteenth century combated vari­

ous forms of structural and aversive racism that diverted economic opportunities 

away from them and presented challenges for households to overcome (Gaertner 

and Dovidio 1986; Kleinpenning and Hagendoorn 1993; KoveI1970). I examine such 
dynamics using examples from archaeological and historical analysis of three com­

munities in Illinois: New Philadelphia, Brooklyn, and the Equal Rights settlement 

outside of Galena. The study employs research questions that confront multiple 

social dynamics that impacted dispositions in the past and continue to influence the 

present. This project analyzes past multiethnic and racial dynamics using interdisci­

plinary methods and active engagement with the perspectives expressed by multiple 

stakeholders, including members of descendant and local communities. 

New Philadelphia was the first town in the United States that was planned in 

advance and legally registered by an African American (Walker 1995 [1983]). It grew 

as a demographically integrated community from 1836 through the late 1800s. Brook­

lyn was the first AfTican American town to be inco,rporated under a state legal sys­

tem in the United States (Cha-Jua 2000). It was a community started by families 

escaping Missouri plantations in the late 1820S and grew through the late 1800s. 

Equal Rights was a rural settlement of several African American households near 

Galena, started in the 1870S, with residents who utilized church congregation net­

works and entrepreneurship to overcome racial and economic challenges of the late 

nineteenth century. Research concerning such communities can expand our under­

standing of how social networks, racism, and developing markets influenced the 

ways in which individuals and households made choices in shaping the natural, 

social, and built environments and in developing social relationships, cultural tradi­

tions, and economic strategies. 
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headed up this effort. The higher degree of significance and evidence for an NHL 

designation is evident in the fact that over 80,000 properties in the United States 
have been listed on the National Register of Historic Places, but fewer than 2,500 

have received the higher recognition as an NHL. The National Park System Land­

marks Committee approved this nomination on October 29, 2008, followed with 

approval by the National Park System Advisory Board on December 3, 2008. The 
nomination received official support from U.S. senators Barack Obama and Richard 

Durbin, among others, and the Secretary of the Interior issued final approval on Jan­

uary 16,2009. Thus the past incidents of racism that sought to erase the accomplish­
ments of Frank McWorter and the residents of New Philadelphia did not succeed in 

attaining such an elimination of those accounts within American history. 

The active engagement of researchers and community members has enriched the 
multiple perspectives we draw from the lessons of New Philadelphia's history. For 

example, we have discussed the lessons that can be conveyed to broad audiences by 

focusing on the events that led to the railroad's bypassing New Philadelphia. One 
alternative is to concentrate upon this incident to emphasize that racial ideologies 

can lead to economically irrational conduct that causes net losses overall (Fennell 

2009). By understanding the distortive and irrational conduct generated by racial 

ideologies, we can heighten public awareness of such past actions in our ongoing 
struggles against the contours of racism in today's society (Leone et a1. 2005; Shackel 
2003). Such a lesson can be advanced by concentrating on the racial ideologies that 
shaped the actions of managers of the railroad company and on the deleterious 

effects their actions imposed upon the residents of New Philadelphia, leading to the 
demise of the town. 

However, opportunities for learning would be lost if that were the only message 

advanced by these studies of New Philadelphia's history. Descendant community 
members raised the concern that such condemnations of racism should avoid sin­

gularly emphasizing European Americans as those who had agency and freedom of 
choice that in turn impacted the lives of African Americans. We can also emphasize 

lessons from this community's history that concentrate on the choices made by 
African American families to overcome the adversities and obstacles created by inci­

dents such as a railroad bypassing their town (Leo'ne et a1. 2005; Shackel 2003). 

Researchers are thus working to expand the future scope of the project to follow the 

histories of families as they departed New Philadelphia and pursued new opportu­
nities elsewhere. 

Brooklyn, Also Known As Lovejoy, Illinois 

Brooklyn was established as a settlement of free and enslaved African Americans 
escaping and fighting against bondage. An antislavery activist named "Mother" 
Priscilla Baltimore encouraged 11 families of free and enslaved African Americans 
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to depart the area of Saint Louis and establish this community across the Missis­

sippi River in 1829. From then until its platting in 1837, the settlement consisted of an 

all-black community. While it grew as a community of both African Americans and 

European Americans through the nineteenth century, Brooklyn's population contin­

ued to be composed largely of African American residents. Brooklyn included resi­

dents engaged as artisans, craftspeople, merchants, farmers, and laborers, and they 

voted to incorporate the town in 1873 (Cha-Jua 2000: 31-32). 

A new, expanded research project will provide a basis for highly valuable data 

comparisons of Brooklyn, the Equal Rights settlement, and ongoing studies of New 

Philadelphia. As Sundiata Cha-Jua (2000: 35) has observed: "Perhaps Brooklyn, dur­

ing the antebellum period, more closely resembled what Free Frank had envisioned" 

for New Philadelphia. :'The communities initiated by Free Frank and 'Mother' Balti­

more had much in common; both emerged from African American self-activity, and 

both became spaces hospitable to Blacks fleeing the fetters of slavery. During this 

period, Brooklyn differed from New Philadelphia mainly because it was a majority­

Black town and offered the opportunities to join organizations and participate in 

Black-controlled institutions" (Cha-Jua 2000: 35). Both Brooklyn and the New Phila­

delphia community were active in the "underground railroad" aiding African Ameri­

cans escaping bondage from the neighboring slave state of Missouri. Brooklyn has 

also been called Lovejoy, in honor of martyred abolitionist Elijah Lovejoy, killed in 

Alton in 1837 (Davis 1998: 267; Turner 2001: 77). 

Cha-Jua's (2000) study of the history of Brooklyn shows evidence that the com­

munity was established and grew with ideals of solidarity and self-determination but 

that economic opportunities were channeled away from the town over time as a re­

sult of racism and political corruption. The town was initially attractive to African 
CD~-~Americans escaping slavery who wished to live in a community with a majority of 


African American residents. In the postbellum period, Brooklyn presented newly l~ 


d:~-~ •• . -..1.-.....:.. . ­arriving African American residents with the promise of participating in the eco­
l G '- - •nomic growth of industrialization and new jobs in the region surrounding Saint 

Louis and its transportation hubs of river and rail (Cha- Jua 2000: 44). However, that r 
The 0 ' promise proved fleeting. As new industrial employment grew in the East Saint Louis 

region of Illinois, those opportunities were not made available to workers living in inE. -

Brooklyn, likely due to racial prejudices by commercial and industrial operators 

against such an African American community. Just as New Philadelphia was by­ I~L 

01' .passed in 1869 by the economic advantages that a railroad connection would have - -< 

provided, Brooklyn was bypassed by railroad, economic, and employment opportu­ o 

nities that were instead channeled to neighboring East Saint Louis (Cha-Jua 2000; rli~ 

Walker 1995 [1983]) . co= 
Joe=:.;::Brooklyn and New Philadelphia both serve as rare examples of early interracial 

farming and urban communities on the nation's evolving midwestern frontier 
~(Cha-Jua 2000; Walker 1985, 1995 [1983]). Most studies in historical archaeology that 
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Aerial view of the Brooklyn area today, with the Mississippi River on the left (to the 

west) and the central residential area of Brooklyn marked by a star. Courtesy of U.S. 

Geological Survey archive collections, Denver, Colorado, with an overlay by the author. 

concentrate on African American subjects have concerned the pre-emancipation era 

(Leone et al. 2005). Like Brooklyn, the history of New Philadelphia presents very 

different research potentials. The histories of both communities involve the dynam­

ics of racial uplift and the success of African American families and their abilities to 

survive and prosper in a racist society in both the pre- and postemancipation eras. 

The Brooklyn and New Philadelphia stories focus on the struggles for freedom, fac­

ing racism, and the efforts of small rural and urba'n towns to survive. 

In this expanding study I am working to participate in an interdisciplinary, col­

laborative research project that will include University of Illinois (UI) Departments 

of Anthropology and African American Studies, the lllinois Transportation Archae­

ological Research Program (ITARP), and the Illinois State Museum, working in coor­

dination with the Historical Society of Brooklyn (HSB) and the local and descendant 

communities. Among other pending tasks, members of the HSB have recently 

located new records of town government and family histories from the late nine­

teenth century that have not been studied previously and will be available for analy­

sis in this project. 
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Archaeological and surface surveys have established that the archaeological record in fear. The 
of Brooklyn lies intact beneath the extensive open spaces of current-day residential 

parcels. ITARP conducted a recording survey of the Brooldyn cemetery. Excavations 

at an adjacent site containing the remains of a late prehistoric period deposit have 

shown that archaeology sites remain intact in this general area, buried beneath lay­

ers of twentieth-century fill (Galloy 2003; Koldehoff and Fulton 2005). No archaeo­

logical investigations of the community of Brooklyn were conducted before the 

initiation of this proposed multiyear project (Koldehoff and Fulton 2005). 

Researchers working with ITARP, UI , and HSB have gathered deeds, census data, 

tax records, oral histories, genealogical evidence, and other primary and secondary 

sources. The earliest deed references have been geo-referenced on the current land­

scape of the town. Those deed .entries were also correlated with census data over the 

decades of the antebellum and postbellum periods to indicate the most likely loca­

tions of the earliest and later households in Brooklyn and changes in residential and 

business locations over time. Joseph Galloy and a crew of archaeologists with ITARP 

excavated test units and shovel test pit surveys in several residential lots of the exist­

ing town in the summer of 2008. These surveys and test units demonstrated that the 

archaeological record of Brooklyn's residents from the earliest years of the commu­

nity onward exists intact beneath the open spaces of current residential properties 

(Galloy 2008). Future fieldwork should include additional surface surveys, geophysi­

cal surveys, and excavations to uncover and fully research the past households and 

business locations of this remarkable community. 

Commemorating the heritage and history of Brooklyn are vital activities in the 

ongoing efforts of the local and descendant communities to combat the deteriora­

tion of their neighborhood by commercial operations that include strip joints and 

massage parlors. The aversive impacts of past racism have significantly constrained 

the economic health of this community, isolating it within a tangle of railroad tracks 

and transport lines that pass it by rather than incorporate it in a viable flow of com­

merce. One of the elders of the community and a famous member of the American 

Negro Baseball League, Prince Joe Henry (2007), captured the recent dilemmas fac­

ing Brooklyn: "Based upon the number of massage parlors in the community, it is 

understandable why it was labeled 'Sin City' several years back, but those who labeled 

it as such [were) unfamiliar with its history. Granted, prior to the strip joints' arrival, 

the town had undergone several lean years, which basically explains how this mate­

rialized. The outcome was cleverly manipulated with a promise of jobs that caught 

an unsuspecting mayor off guard. Though poverty stricken at the time, Brooklyn is 

historically rich!' 

The Historical Society of Brooklyn was formed as a nonprofit organization by 

local residents committed to combating this declension. Their mission statement in­

cluded a poignant, powerful charge: "Our land, our legacy was being sold piece by 

piece. Vice and corruption took over. Our elders fled or hid behind locked doors 
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in fear. The media, local and state officials have forecast our self destruction and 

demise. They are like vultures circling the wounded, patiently waiting for all signs of 

life to cease before moving in to consume flesh. They underestimate our resilience 

and tenacity" (HSB 2008). 

This diversity of economic and community interests presents particular chal­

lenges for such a collaborative project to enhance and commemorate Brooklyn's 

heritage. For example, many of the individuals who work in adult entertainment 

establishments are themselves struggling to navigate the harsh class and economic 

structures of the day. A project to enhance the pride of Brooklyn's past and present 

will need to find a way to proceed with tolerance, empathy, and pride in seeking ways 

to better the lives all of who engage with the community. 

Equal Rights Settlement and Galena 

Galena, Illinois, is well known for its history as a lead-mining center started in the 

early 1800s and as ilie home of Ulysses Grant (for example, Krausse 1970; Owens 

1963). While Galena has been largely ignored in popular history accounts, historian 

Aerial photograph (1946) of 

the agricultural landscape in 

Jo Daviess County, Illinois, on 

which the Equal Rights settle­

ment site was located. Courtesy 

of U.S. Geological Survey 

archive collections, Denver, 

Colorado. 
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Conclusion 

Interdisciplinary studies concerning communities such as New Philadelphia, Brook­

lyn, and Equal Rights help to deepen our understanding of how racial ideologies, 

social networks, and developing economic structures influenced the ways in which 

individuals made choices in shaping their social and built environments and in 

developing economic strategies and cultural practices. Civic engagement in such 

research projects also significantly aids the members of current-day communities to 

enhance the recognition and visibility of their African American heritage and accom­

plishments and to combat facets of structural racism they are experiencing today. 
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