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The Emergence of a Black Leader during the Age of Jim Crow  
and Black Racial Uplift in North Carolina

James Edward Shepard was born on November 3, 1875. A year after his birth, 
the United States was bracing itself for another internal conflict eleven years 
after the Civil War’s end. This time a historic presidential election served as the 
boiling point as white southerners were primed to regain what they considered 
their rightful place in society. At the same time, African Americans’ new role 
in the political and business arenas led to their desire to elect an individual 
who would ultimately expand the gains that were made during Reconstruction. 
With the rise in unprosecuted race-based hate crimes in the South and a spike 
in terrorist activities such as those initiated by the Ku Klux Klan, many black 
leaders demanded a president who would continue to protect their human and 
civil rights. However, neither of the two major presidential candidates, former 
Ohio governor Republican Rutherford B. Hayes and former New York gover-
nor Democrat Samuel J. Tilden, were interested in the African American vote. 
During this election, the Red Shirt Democrats proclaimed that they would help 
to redeem the South, while the “Party of Lincoln” turned its back on its former 
black constituency, ultimately focusing its attention on a more white, conser-
vative base. As the Republican Party began to use tactics of white solidarity 
similar to those of the Democratic Party to gain votes, the presidential elec-
tion of 1876 became more heated. Eventually, it took a compromise (Hayes and 
the Republicans allowed southern states to regain home rule) for Hayes to be 
elected president over Tilden. This compromise restored southern states’ rights 
and removed federal troops from the South, which soon ended the remnants of 
Reconstruction in that region.1

 This was the racial and political era in which James Edward Shepard was 
born into in 1875 and which shaped his future role in society. James Shepard’s 
environment influenced his work and his perspective on racial uplift at an early 
age. This atmosphere led Shepard to grapple with the most effective way of ad-
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vancing the race at the dawn of the twentieth century. In short, he contemplated 
whether black advancement could be achieved through demands for equal 
rights or through the gradual tactics that were employed by black leaders dur-
ing this era.
 If the compromise of 1877 serves as the backdrop of James Shepard’s life, 
the institution of slavery provides context for the lives of his parents, Augustus 
Shepard and Hattie Whitted Shepard. Augustus Shepard was born in Raleigh, 
North Carolina, in 1846 to Richard and Flora Shepard, who were both slaves in 
the state’s capital city. Growing up enslaved in the antebellum South filled Au-
gustus with rage, an energy he later suppressed with a higher calling. Twenty 
years after his birth and one year after slavery was abolished, a religious revival 
occurred in Raleigh where Augustus “proclaimed faith in God.” In April 1866, 
the Reverend William Warrick, the first black Baptist preacher of that city, 
baptized Shepard. Augustus’s early zeal for spiritual righteousness would later 
play a large role in the lives of all of his children, especially that of his son, 
James, who eventually created an educational institution for the training of 
black preachers.2

 Augustus heeded this higher calling, enrolling in Raleigh’s Baptist Institute 
(the present-day Shaw University) in 1869. It was at this institution that Augustus 
gained his theological training under the tutelage of Reverend Henry M. Tupper, 
president of the school. Tupper, a white minister from Massachusetts, was a grad-
uate of the Newton Theological Seminary and was affiliated with the American 
Baptist Home Missionary Society (ABHMS). After graduating from the semi-
nary in 1862, Tupper wanted to serve the religious needs of African Americans. 
Consequently, at the close of the Civil War he traveled south to do missionary 
work with the former slaves in Raleigh under the auspices of the ABHMS. He 
later opened a theological school in that city for blacks. The strategies that Presi-
dent Tupper used to finance the school were similar to those later employed by 
James Shepard when he founded a religious institution in Durham a generation 
later. Augustus once was appointed by the student body to conduct a special 
service of prayer for a financial donation for the school. Any time the school 
found itself in financial straits, the president would write for funds and ask the 
students for their prayers. One story that Augustus must have passed along to his 
family was Tupper’s ability to secure pledges from northern businessmen, who 
sent large financial gifts to the institution. For example, in 1870 Tupper received 
a $5,000 donation from Elijah Shaw, a woolen manufacturer from Wales, Massa-
chusetts, for the purchase of land, which helped to expand Tupper’s school. Due 
to this generous “gift and later ones,” the school was named in honor of Shaw.3
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 Under Tupper’s tutelage, Augustus became more connected with his spiri-
tuality. After graduating from the institute, he accepted the pastorate of one of 
the black Baptist churches in Hillsboro, North Carolina. While in this position, 
Augustus gained respect from both the white and black communities as a man 
of sterling worth because of the services that he rendered to his congregation. 
During his rise to local prominence, African Americans from rural areas of 
North Carolina migrated into urban areas of the state and throughout the coun-
try. For example, during the 1870s, the proportion of blacks in Raleigh rose from 
44 percent to 50 percent. Moreover, an undercount of African Americans in 
urban areas during that decade’s census likely made the latter actual percentage 
even greater. As rural “uneducated” blacks moved to the city, educated black 
ministers were expected to provide a source of inspirational and spiritual guid-
ance and also serve as “intermediaries between the black and white worlds of 
the city.” That was when Augustus’s star rose. He not only provided theological 
guidance for his flock but also gave opportunities for his congregation within 
the city that they would not have had if not for the respect he earned from 
the white community during the post-Reconstruction years. This respectability 
paid off for James Shepard in later years. White philanthropists like Benjamin 
Newton Duke occasionally referenced their esteem for Augustus Shepard when 
dealing with his son, James.4

 At an ecclesiastical gathering in the 1870s, Augustus met a devout young 
woman by the name of Hattie E. Whitted, who was born in Hillsboro, North 
Carolina, on April 12, 1858. Overwhelmed by her beauty and devotion to her 
faith, Rev. Shepard began courting young Hattie, a courtship that led the couple 
to marriage in 1875 in Greensboro, North Carolina. Early in this young relation-
ship, individuals around the Shepards saw the love they shared for each other 
and the dedication they had in “spreading the Word of God.” According to Au-
gustus’s biographer J. A. Whitted, the brother of Hattie, “everyone who entered 
[the Shepard home] was deeply impressed at the scriptural rule, and that was 
the rule and guide of [their] home.”5 These standards were solidly in place by 
the time these honeymooners had their first of twelve children, James Edward 
Shepard.
 The Shepards inculcated James with a heavy dose of spiritual and religious 
training and emphasized the importance of obtaining a proper education. Young 
James was enrolled in the model department, a preparatory school, of Shaw 
University in Raleigh at the age of eight. After years of early educational training 
in the model department at Shaw, the younger Shepard began studying under 
the tutelage of his uncle at the Shiloh Institute in Warrenton, North Carolina. 
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After completing his primary education, James enrolled in the pharmaceutical 
department of Shaw University, graduating in 1894 at the age of nineteen. In 
doing so, he became one of the first African American druggists in the state of 
North Carolina. He excelled in this profession for three years before eventually 
changing career paths.6

 One year after completing his degree, James Shepard met a young lady who 
would later become his close associate in his life’s work. Annie Day Robinson 
was no ordinary woman, and young Shepard could not simply use his intellect 
or clout as a black pharmacist to impress her. Annie’s grandfather was Thomas 
Day, an African American furniture tycoon from North Carolina. After a court-
ship that likely included the approval of both Annie’s and James’s parents, the 
couple made their relationship official by getting married on November 7, 1895, 
four days after James celebrated his twentieth birthday. Neither Shepard nor 
Robinson was marrying up or down on the social ladder. Their nuptials were 
more of a horizontal nature as the Shepards were a respected family within both 
the black and white communities in central North Carolina, while the Day fam-
ily garnered the same respect from North Carolinians of both races due to the 
esteem that Thomas Day earned as an artisan. A marriage of this sort was the 
rule of the day for the black elite or for individuals who aspired to be a part of 
that group. To guarantee their family’s status in the black elite, it was customary 
for these individuals to marry into families that had strong social and financial 
status during the late nineteenth century.7

 Newly married and armed with a pharmacy degree, Shepard was in high de-
mand both personally and professionally. He worked in Charlotte and Durham, 
North Carolina, as well as in Danville, Virginia. In contrast to North Carolina, 
where African Americans were not completely disenfranchised until 1900, Vir-
ginia had laid the foundation for African American disenfranchisement nine 
years before Shepard even earned his pharmacy degree. An event that took place 
in Danville in 1883 highlighted the racial etiquette required in that state. As Afri-
can Americans began to step out of their place during Reconstruction by openly 
revealing and implementing their desire for the vote, racial tension escalated. 
Such tension eventually led to a massacre when a “white mob shot into a crowd 
of unarmed black men, women and children.” Sadly, as racial roles continued 
to change in Virginia, white traditionalists wanted to redeem their positions of 
supremacy in that city that had been lost during the Reconstruction Era. After 
the riot, “white Democrats then took control of the city and spread rumors 
of black insurrection throughout the state.”8 This event, according to historian 
Jane Dailey, muffled any hope the African American community had of gain-
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ing political capital in Virginia during the election of 1883. Furthermore, after 
this successful display of intimidation in Virginia, the use of violence in politics 
spread from state to state in a manner that discouraged African Americans from 
participating in the political process altogether.
 In the 1890s, a combination of events likely influenced Shepard’s decision 
to step away from the pharmacy profession. In 1895, one year before he left his 
pharmacy position, Booker T. Washington delivered his famous address at the 
Atlanta Cotton States Exposition. Washington encouraged the black southern-
ers, only thirty years removed from the shackles of slavery, to “cast down [their] 
buckets” by working in vocations or moral labor, an idea that tied into his ap-
proach to racial uplift. The emerging race leader used his double-talk ability to 
inform his audience of black and white listeners that both races desired a form 
of de facto segregation. He proclaimed that “in all things that are purely social 
we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential 
to mutual progress.” It was also during this speech that higher education for 
African Americans was clearly defined for white Americans by this prominent 
black leader. The roles of publicly funded black colleges in the South were soon 
changed to fit into Washington’s model of vocational and industrial education. 
At the dawn of the Industrial Revolution in the United States, the larger com-
munity perceived these schools as training a “better Negro, not a smarter one.” 
Yet because Washington placed education before civil rights, some prominent 
black leaders throughout the country attacked him for accommodating the 
white power structure.9

 During the later years of his presidency at the North Carolina College for 
Negroes, James Shepard endured similar criticism. Much of this condemna-
tion was caused by some of the accommodating positions that Shepard took 
as it pertained to his institution. One such position manifested itself when he 
withheld Thomas Hocutt’s transcript, which ultimately denied Hocutt’s ad-
mittance into the University of North Carolina pharmacy school. Another 
source of complaint for Shepard’s critics centered on his relationships with 
white benefactors in both the public and private sectors. Like Washington, 
Shepard courted white public officials during the founding and maintenance 
of the National Religious Training Institute and Chautauqua for the Negro 
Race (NRTIC). Also like Washington, Shepard received major financial sup-
port for his institution from prominent white businessmen. While Shepard 
and Washington gained the support of white philanthropists, they also paid a 
political cost, since some radicals in their own communities viewed them as 
accommodationists. Despite this negative backlash, each received funds that 
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ensured the longevity of their schools. While Washington and Shepard had 
their share of critics for some decisions they made (or did not make), they 
also had a strong contingent of loyalists such as the Bookerites and the array 
of black Durhamites who viewed Shepard as a “god” in their communities. 
These individuals believed that Shepard and Washington were advancing the 
race through the tactics they were employing.10

 Shepard wrestled with the state of racial affairs in North Carolina during the 
1890s. African Americans in that state braced themselves for their total disen-
franchisement. Fusionists—Republicans and Populists—controlled the politi-
cal arena in North Carolina, while white redeemers desired to cleanse the Tar 
Heel State of liberal white and black politicians altogether. Urged on by radical 
Democrats, conservative newspapers such as Durham’s Tobacco Plant incited 
a propaganda campaign that provoked fears on the part of white moderates 
against their Fusionist enemy. This pro-Confederate barrage continued well into 
the late 1890s, culminating in 1898 with the Wilmington Race Riot.11

 In an attempt to rid Wilmington of African American politicians and busi-
nessmen, white redeemers furiously roamed that city in search of the aforemen-
tioned black leaders. In an expression of his support for such actions, Alfred 
Moore Wadell, a former Confederate and current United States representative, 
“vowed in a speech to choke the Cape Fear River with carcasses.” After this 
violent storm settled, at least twelve black men had been murdered. Shortly 
thereafter, more than 1,500 African American residents of Wilmington deserted 
that city, leaving behind valuable property and a once-peaceful life. Without 
objection, some of the same white radicals who instigated and participated in 
this riot purchased the homes and property of the African Americans who fled 
the city for safety, ensuring that they would not soon return.12

 During this time, African Americans were also battling the new social con-
struction of Negrophobia. This concept, according to C. Vann Woodward and 
John Hope Franklin, was based on the argument that African American men in 
power would ultimately rape white women. With this phobia in place, the new 
issue of the twentieth century became more solidly the problem of the color line, 
as W. E. B. Du Bois would later proclaim. Sentiments of this sort led Shepard to 
argue more angrily for the rights of black men as early as 1900 by stating, “We 
recognize the fact there can be no middle ground between freedom and slav-
ery.” Finishing this fiery statement, the young man concluded by asserting, “We 
cannot see that the best way to make a good man is to unman him.” This outcry 
from Shepard stemmed from the total disenfranchisement of the black male in 
North Carolina by 1900.13


