TEACHING WITH ONLINE PRIMARY SOURCES:
DOCUMENTS FROM THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES

“I STILL HAVE NO PEACE,”
AN AFRICAN AMERICAN WORLD WAR I VETERAN’S LETTER
TO PRESIDENT CALVIN COOLIDGE, OCTOBER 16, 1923

Michael Hussey
National Archives and Records Administration

Nearly five years after the end of World War I, African American veteran
Timothy Percy Patterson wrote to President Calvin Coolidge stating, “I served Eighteen
Months in the World’s war. On the 11 day of Nov. 1918, on the Battlefield in France
I heard much discussion about we being at peace. I beg to inform that I still have no
peace.” For Patterson, the Versailles Peace Treaty did not resolve the racial conflicts
in the United States or stem the violence directed at African Americans. Patterson’s
letter continued that in 1923 he still found himself'in a battle for “Constitutional rights
and beg you assist me in getting them.””!

Inhis April 2, 1917, address to Congress, President Woodrow Wilson had asked
that body to declare war on Germany. He prominently cited German use of unrestricted
submarine warfare against the United States and Germany’s autocratic government as
Jjustifications for the proposed declaration. Said Wilson, “The world must be made safe
for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of political
liberty.”? Through the Selective Service Act of May 1917, millions of American men,
including Patterson, were drafted into the armed forces of the United States. Those
troops proved critical in the Allies’ successful repelling of the German advance and
ultimately procured a cease-fire from Berlin on November 11, 1918.

Patterson was one of nearly 400,000 African American men who served in the
U.S. military during World War I. Approximately 200,000 of them were sent to
Europe. While most were assigned to service units—and so spent their time unloading
ships and transporting supplies—the 92™ and 93 Divisions in particular saw active
duty at the front. Impressively, 171 members of the 369" Infantry Regiment (of the 93™
Division), also known as the Harlem Hellfighters, received the French Croix de
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has a long history that pre-dates the rise of the “modern” civil rights movement of the
1950s and 1960s.

Additional National Archives Documents

Photograph of some of the [African American] men of the 369" Infantry
(15™ New York) who won the Croix de Guerre for gallantry in action, 1919.
This photograph is available through the National Archives’ website at
http://archives.gov/research/arc. Inthe searchbox, type the identifying ARC
Identifier 533492.

Petition from the citizens of New Jersey praying for Congress to make the
act of lynching a crime against the United States, February 21, 1900. This
letter is available at http://archives.gov/research/arc. In the search box, type
the identifying ARC Identifier 306656.

Additional On-Line Resources

Library of Congress: http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/exhibit/aopart
7.html

New York Public Library: http://exhibitions.nypl.org/africanaage/essay-
world-war-i.html

ching Activities

Ask students to write brief definitions for the word “peace.” Their
definitions should address the meaning this term has in their life, in their
country’s life, and internationally. Then invite them to share their
definitions. Write—or have one of your students write—the definitions on
the board. What similarities do they see? What differences?
Alternatively, direct your students to create a collage (using clippings
from old magazines, their own drawings, etc.) that illustrates their
understanding of the word peace.
Describe for your students the political and economic roadblocks placed in
front of African Americans after the Civil War (e.g., poll taxes, “Jim Crow”
legislation, and job discrimination). Lead a class discussion on how this
might have affected Timothy Percy Patterson. For example, how might Mr.
Patterson’s lack of “peace” have been affected by “Jim Crow” and
disenfranchisement?
Provide your students a copy of Mr. Patterson’s letter and ask them to read
it carefully. Then, divide students into small teams of three to four. Inform
them that they are to play the roles of advisors to President Coolidge. The
President has asked them to help him write a response to Timothy Percy






