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H. Grady Vien, U.S. Attorney:
According to our information, you
have been out doing a lot of talking
about the colored people, about rising
up against the whites and how the col-
ored people should assert their rights
and talking about Japan doing a lot
for the colored people and I want to
tell you here and now in the presence
of the Grand Jury you had better cut it
out. . . . You had better be a good
American citizen and not try to cause
trouble. Do you understand that?

Wolcie Gray, Pacific Movement mem-
ber: Yes, sir. There ain’t a man that can
say I ever had anything to say against

this country and tell the truth.
—Transcript of Testimony and
Proceedings Before the Grand Jury,
1942

Gwan, Tojo! Gwan, Tojo! . . . Fly, black
man! Fly! Fly! Fly!

—John Oliver Killens,

And Then We Heard the Thunder

n a cold Sunday morning in late
OJanuary 1942, in the little south-

eastern Missouri town of Sikeston
not far from the Mississippi, a black man
was snatched from his jail cell by a mob of
six hundred whites, some of whom were on
their way to church when they decided to
join the lynch party. Twenty-six-year-old
cotton-mill hand Cleo Wright had been
charged—whether accurately or not is
impossible to determine—with the
attempted rape and brutal slashing of
Mrs. Dillard Sturgeon, a white woman
whose sergeant-husband was away train-
ing at a California military base.
Reportedly dying from bullet wounds suf-
fered at the time of his arrest, Wright was
secured to an automobile by his feet and
his body dragged through the streets of
the town. Determined to make a lasting
impression on Sikeston’s one thousand
black residents, the driver of the car
“stopped momentarily at each of the six
churches in the Negro quarter, where ser-
vices were in progress. . . . He then drove
alongside the Missouri Pacific Railroad
tracks, where the Negro was cut loose

Facing: Someone Talked. World War II poster
by Koerner, ca. 1942. During World War I,
members of Japanese-African unity groups were
often suspected of, and prosecuted for, treason,
sedition, and espionage. Missouri Historical
Society Photograph and Print Collection.
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from the car. The crowd stood and looked
at the Negro for several minutes, then an
elderly man in overalls walked up and
poured gasoline over the Negro. A younger
man dropped a lighted match on him.”!

Several hundred blacks quickly left
town, while almost all others “remained
close to their homes.”? Occurring some
seven weeks following the bombing of
Pear]l Harbor, at a time when American
wartime patriotism had risen to a fever
pitch, here perhaps was the worst possible
confluence of transgressions with which a
black man might be charged: an attempted
rape of a white woman and—since her hus-
band was unable to defend her because he
himself was in training for the country’s
defense—an implied sabotaging of the war
effort as well.

Stirred to action not only by the lynch-
ing but by the general treatment accorded
African Americans during the war, the
nationally distributed black newspaper
the Pittsburgh Courier unfurled its
Double V campaign two weeks later, urg-
ing victory over totalitarian forces at home
as well as abroad. In March it unhappily
fell to local prosecuting attorney David E.
Blanton to announce the grand jury’s deci-
sion that there would be no indictments in
the Cleo Wright case. Ironically, Blanton
had positively identified several lynch sus-
pects before the Scott County grand jury
and himself had suffered injuries while
attempting to quell the lynching. The
Courier responded to the travesty with a
follow-up editorial: “Remember Pearl
Harbor and Sikeston Too.”3

The FBI's subsequent investigation of
the Wright lynching revealed not only that
Missouri blacks had been arming them-
selves (a not illogical step), but that strong
pro-Japanese proclivities flourished in
numerous black communities—a fact
already documented by its St. Louis and
Kansas City field offices over the preceding
decade. This pro-Japan penchant on the
part of Missouri blacks was characteristic
of African American thought of the era: an
unfolding of a messianic nationalist senti-
ment occasioned by the hard times of the
Great Depression and a populist-based
admiration for Japan which dated back to
the Russo-Japanese war of 1904-5.4

Ernest Allen, Jr., is an associate professor
of Afro-American studies at the University
of Massachusetts at Amherst. This article
was originally published in the Fall 1994
issue of Gateway Heritage.
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General Lee Butler and David D. Erwin. Photograph by a St. Louis
Post-Dispatch staff photographer, 1943. The St. Louis Post-
Dispatch published this composite photograph of Butler and Erwin,
on trial for violations of the wartime espionage and peacetime sedi-
tion acts. Courtesy of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

Far from quelling unrest among
blacks in the Bootheel, the Sikeston
lynching may have served as a stimulus.
In late May cotton choppers in Scott,
Pemiscot, and Charleston Counties struck
for higher wages. A week later a racial
altercation took place at Wyatt, located
just a few miles from Sikeston. It effec-
tively ended when a black youth, bran-
dishing a rifle, held off a crowd of whites.
Equally disturbing to federal officials was
the fact that Japan’s war propaganda
machine had begun publicizing lynch-
ing incidents—including the one at
Sikeston—proclaiming that they repre-
sented the true meaning of American
democracy. There may have been an ele-
ment of truth in the claim: although in
May a federal grand jury was convened for
the first time ever in a lynching case, it,
too, failed to bring any indictments of
Sikeston residents. Unable to bring an end
to the practice of lynching, U.S. authorities
instead continued their investigation of
political disquiet among black Missourians
and other African American dissenters
across the country.® Ironically as well,
U.S. attorney Harry C. Blanton, a native of
Sikeston and elder brother of Scott County
prosecuting attorney David E. Blanton,
came to assume a prominent role in the
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investigation of these pro-Japanese senti-
ments among blacks in the St. Louis—East
St. Louis region.b

As a result of these investigations, a
two-count indictment was filed in East
St. Louis in early 1943 against David D.
Erwin and General Lee Butler, leaders of a
pro-Japan organization known as the
Pacific Movement of the Eastern World
(PMEW); a presumed but unidentified
Japanese government agent, John Doe;
and the nonprofit corporation itself. (It
turned out that the “Japanese agent” had
been created out of thin evidence for propa-
ganda purposes. As U.S. attorney H. Grady
Vien subsequently advised the FBI, “by
including one John Doe in the indictment
it was possible to bring out the Japanese
control of the group.”)?

Among other claims, the indictment
pointed to the organization “among the
Negro population of the United States [of]
a movement for the purpose of spreading
Japanese propaganda and to promote the
idea that Japan was the champion of all
colored races.” According to the FBI report,
“this movement was undertaken at the
instigation of the Black Dragon Society, of
Japan, working through [Satokatal
Takahashi, a retired major of the Japanese
Imperial Army.”® At the time the indict-
ment was handed down, Satokata
Takahashi, an apparent Japanese govern-
ment operative who admitted only to mem-
bership in the ultranationalist Black
Dragon Society, had already served three
years of a federal prison term growing out
of his proselytizing among African Americans
in Detroit.? Although Takahashi was far
removed from the political scene in 1943,
the seeds of Afro-Nippon solidarity which
he had sown in the 1930s had taken root in
manifold ways, though perhaps not always
according to his expectations.

2 2 2 4

In 1932 Takahashi had come into con-
tact with Policarpio Manansala, a Filipino
of apparent Japanese descent, who often
presented himself as a Japanese citizen
and who was better known by his dozen or
so aliases—but especially the one of
Ashima Takis.10 Born in the Philippines in
1900, by the early 1930s Takis, posing as a
Japanese, was speaking before local audi-
ences of the Universal Negro Improvement
Association (UNIA). An organization trans-
planted to the United States by Jamaican-
born, pan-Africanist Marcus Garvey dur-
ing World War I, the UNIA agitated for the
political liberation and unification of the
African continent and for the repatriation
of African Americans there.11
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Moy Liang and Ashima Takis. This photo-
graph of the two Pacific Movement of the
Eastern World recruiters appeared in the
St. Louis Post-Dispatch under the caption
“Hunted As Enemy Agents.” The Justice
Department suspected that the PMEW was a
Japanese “fifth column” front organization.
Courtesy of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

In the spring of 1932 Satokata
Takahashi reportedly recruited Takis and
his Chinese companion, Moy Liang, into
his newly formed organization, the Pacific
Movement of the Eastern World; at the
time the pair were conducting a speaking
tour before UNIA-sponsored meetings in
Chicago. An organization which preached
the worldwide unity of the colored races
under the leadership of Japan, the PMEW
registered in December 1932 as a “non-
profit religious, civil and educational orga-
nization with the purpose of promoting the
welfare of citizens,” with Ashima Takis
named to the post of president general. By
this time the leadership and presence of
Takahashi, once listed as president general
on PMEW membership cards, was no
longer officially acknowledged.12 Whatever
the reason for this, Takahashi by then had
begun to devote his greatest energies to
organizing the black community of Detroit.

Chicago was the birthplace of the
PMEW, but it was in St. Louis that the
organization achieved its greatest appeal.
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Takis abandoned his Chicago operation
sometime prior to the fall of 1933, but his
organizing visits to St. Louis actually
began sometime in mid-1932. According to
Takis, some three months following his
first meeting with Takahashi in Chicago,
the two arranged to meet in St. Louis at a
Japanese restaurant on Market Street
near Jefferson Avenue. After being intro-
duced to St. Louis residents Burt F.
Cornish and Walter Lee Peeples, Takis
agreed to speak before a UNIA local the
following day, where he informed his audi-
ence that the New York branch of the
organization was affiliated with Japan
and, more accurately, that Marcus Garvey
“wanted the colored people to organize and
migrate to Liberia where they could set up
a government of their own.” Motivated by
widespread dissatisfaction with current
UNIA policy, Cornish and Peeples decided
following the meeting to form a new group
under Takahashi’s leadership.13

A decade later, elevator operator and
former PMEW member Burt Cornish
offered additional descriptions of Moy
Liang and Ashima Takis. Liang was “tall
and thin,” recalled Cornish, and “immacu-
lately garbed. He carried a cane, had the
air of a patrician, and was attended by a
huge Negro valet. Takis was short, rather
solidly built. He, too, was well dressed,
with, as Cornish says, ‘a suit for every day
in the week.” By far the more colorful of
the two, Takis

spoke flawless English in private con-
versation, but in addressing public
meetings spoke with a thick accent.
“Your people wouldn’t believe me if I
spoke too well,” he explained to
Cornish. He also spoke German and
French, Cornish said, and [David]
Erwin says he also spoke Spanish.

He posed as a doctor of medicine, but
told Cornish he was not licensed to
practice, although he had studied
medicine at some university. Among
the Negro people he held himself out
as a faith healer, and many, Cornish
says, regarded themselves as cured of
various ailments after Takis had laid
his hands on them.14

Liang, who represented himself as an
importer, went back to Chicago, returning
occasionally for visits. Takis, meanwhile,
“prescribed the colors for the Pacific
Movement’s banners, symbolic of the racial
unity he preached—Dblack, yellow, and
brown.”15 Riding a wave of African American

Waiting for Tojo
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Pythian Hall. Photograph by Dr. William Swekowsky, 1940. In its
early years, the Pacific Movement of the Eastern World likely met at
this hall at 3507 Pine Street. Missouri Historical Society
Photograph and Print Collection.

42

discontent further fueled by depressed eco-
nomic conditions, the Pacific Movement
quickly attracted followers. By early 1934
African American households in St. Louis
comprised only 11 percent of the total num-
ber of households, but close to 41 percent of
all those on relief—fertile recruiting
grounds for all manners of social discon-
tent.16

In the early years PMEW faithful
gathered at a meeting hall (quite likely the
Pythian Hall) on Pine Street. Regular
meetings were later held at the Peoples
Finance Building on Jefferson Avenue.
Sustained organizational activity does not
appear to have been initiated until mid-
1933, however. And if the reports of an FBI
informant can be trusted, June seems to
have been a particularly busy month: “four
Japanese men” under the leadership of
“Doctor Tashu” [Ashima Takis], it was said,
were “working fast” among St. Louis
blacks, “especially the poorer working
class.”17

Takis sometimes spoke at a vacant lot
on Market Street between Seventeenth
and Eighteenth Streets. Each night at
8 p.m. a PMEW meeting was also held at
Twenty-first and Gratiot Streets, in a yard
situated directly behind a chemical plant.
According to the FBI’s black informant, the
speeches of “Doctor Tashu” and his
“Japanese aides” worked “Negroes into a
fanatical frenzy and open hatred of the
white race.” Every time the PMEW leader
referred to whites, “some of the Negro men

and women attending these meetings
would . . . expectorate with disgusting
fanatical antagonism.” “Negroes!,” roared
Takis, “You are too easy to be fooled by
anybody and especially by white people.
White man pushes you ahead as cattle in
any war and uses you as a shield, but
when the spoils of the war are to be
divided, white man is then in front and if
any Negro raises only a finger of disap-
proval of white man’s actions, white man
cuts off not only Negro’s finger, but whole
hand! . . . Why should you respect the
white man when the white man has noth-
ing for you but a bloody whip?”18

Noting this rising anti-white sentiment
among the downtrodden of the race, in
September an internal committee report of
the St. Louis branch Urban League
warned of the “danger” posed by the
PMEW?s racial appeal:

Meetings have been held in churches,
the Peoples Finance Building, and
lately in out-door places. Those visited
were at Carr Park and at
3818 Finney Ave. The speakers at
these meetings followed the theme of
race hatred and war, and dominion of
the darker races over the world. The
addresses were highly inflammatory.
The immediate appeal is directed
toward conversion to the cause and
membership. Membership is conferred
immediately upon application and the
payment of a twenty cent fee—all who
are Negroes are accepted without
question, and are openly threatened
with death if they divulge the grip or
password. Some of the statements
made by the speakers are of a low
moral order and excite vicious atti-
tudes. Appeals are directed toward
resentment against discriminations
and toward measures of revenge.
Propaganda in Carr Park has resulted
in [a] noticeable deflection of Negroes
from the Communist Party. Some
white persons, noting the changed
attitude of Negroes at Carr Park
toward them, now do not pass
through nor do they permit their chil-
dren the customary play there.19

Presumably, more tranquil rhetoric
prevailed when Takis and two other Asian
men (both of whom, it seems, were also
PMEW organizers) appeared on the Men’s
Day Program at the First Baptist Church
in July. As advertised, Dr. Ashima Takis of
Japan was to speak on “The Struggle of the
Darker Races of the World,” George Cruz of
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the Philippines on “Why the Filipinos
Want Freedom,” and Moy Wong [Moy
Liang?] of China on “The Old and the New
China.” St. Louis Argus editor J. E.
Mitchell was scheduled to preside over the
Sunday afternoon affair.20

According to Burt Cornish, the Pacific
Movement was well under way by
September 1933:

Groups of two, three or more
Japanese began to call at Cornish’s
home to visit Takis, and once, Cornish
recalls, there were 12 at a meeting. . . .

Setting out on his organization work,
Takis seized every opportunity to
address Negro groups, in churches, at
fraternal and other social gatherings.
He advanced a scheme to transport
Negroes to Japan, where, he assured
them, they would be treated as
equals, have jobs at better pay than
they could get here, and could even
marry Japanese women. At a later
stage he spoke of establishing a Negro
colony in Brazil, and one of the
expressed aims of the movement he
formed was to repatriate the Negroes
to Africa.

More than 100 joined the Pacific
movement in its early stages, Cornish
said, paying $5.50 each to be enrolled
in a group of Negroes who were to
emigrate to Japan. Takis informed
them that “at the proper time,” when
enough had signed up, they would
assemble in San Francisco, charter a
boat, and set sail for the land of the
rising sun.

For those who did not want to go to
Japan there was a general fee of $1 a
year. Several thousand joined at that
price. Takis told them the group
formed here was the one thousandth
organized in this country, and that
outside of this city there were 165,000
members. Yet all understood that
St. Louis was the national headquar-
ters for the movement.

It was said that “several thousand
St. Louis Negroes joined the movement,
and tens of thousands elsewhere. Many
were attracted to it as just another frater-
nal organization, others were won to it by
glittering promises of a world in which
the Negro would be ‘truly emanci-
pated.”21

2 224
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More precisely, at the heart of the
PMEW’s attractiveness to working-class
African Americans lay a desire on the part
of blacks for full societal equality, whether
achieved within or outside the borders of
the United States. With respect to the lat-
ter option, the UNIA’s emigrationist ideol-
ogy continued to exert a powerful hold
on the imagination of marginalized
African Americans throughout the 1930s.
Moreover, as a powerless minority condi-
tioned by the racial thinking of whites,
many blacks were naturally attracted to
the racial appeal of a more powerful Japan,
whom they perceived as an adversary of
their own enemy. And for the black land-
less, a Japanese invasion of the U.S. main-
land also offered the promise of a redistri-
bution of southern farmland. As U.S. attor-
ney Harry C. Blanton remarked of
Bootheel sharecroppers in 1942: “Rumor
has it that the darkies in my home town
had already picked out the farms they
were going to take over when the invasion
by Japan occurred.”?2 In later years the
PMEW'’s incorporation of Masonic-inspired
signs and rituals and the cultivation of an
overlapping membership with a Holiness
church aided in the retention of a core fol-
lowing even as a majority of devotees
departed the ranks.

Appropriating a leaf from Marcus
Garvey’s program, the organization’s motto
proclaimed, “Sow not evil to reap the
good—Asia for the Asiatics, Africa for
Africans, at home and abroad.” The gen-
eral stated aims of the PMEW declared for:

1. Universal brotherhood and peace.
2. Promotion of understanding and
friendship of all peoples of the world.
3. Preservation and protection of the
legal rights of the oppressed races.

4. Self determination of every race.

5. Reforms through constitutional
methods.

6. Preservation of the territorial
integrity and political independence of
every country.

7. Cultivation of the spirit of love for
the ancestral homes of dark peoples.
8. The encouragement for the return
of those peoples who find no opportu-
nity for development in the United
States, and the establishment of a gov-
ernment of their own in the land of
their fathers.23

Central to the PMEW world view was
an underlying tension between its
demands for legal and social rights for
African Americans within the United States,
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The Pacific Movement of the Eastern World
Certificate of Membership

OBJECTS
The object of this organization shall be:
Universal brotherhood and peace

Preservation and protection of the legal rights of the oppressed races.

Self determination of every race.

Reforms through constitutional methods.

Preservation ofg the territorial integrity and political independence of
every country.

Cultivation of the spirit of love for the ancestral homes of dark peoples.

. The encouragement for the return of those peoples who find no oppor-

tunity for development in the United States, and the establishment

of a government of their own in the land of their fathers.

PN pR W

Promotion of understanding and friendship of all peoples of the world, '

ey, Name../
& o D e

Asia for the Asiatigs, .

CREED . Eﬂ

All, are brothers, but to serve humanity
well serve your country first. Qur country
is our greatest inheritance from God. Love
God and your country more than yourself.
Ged, because he is the creator of all; your
country because to it you owe life, liberty
and peace, We should strive for the happiness
of our country, making her the kingdom of
reason and of justice, for if she is happy we
will also be happy.

MOTTO
SOW NOT EVIL TO REAP THE GOOD
t Africa for Africans at home and abroad.

L 0’%? -~

fafeferoYetea®s’y’

USECY. GeN. ¢

Certificate of Membership in the Pacific Movement of the Eastern
World, 1934. John T. Clark Papers, Washington University

Archives.
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on the one side a quest based upon the
presumed citizenship status of blacks, and
on the other, an implied renunciation of
that status in an advocacy of expatriation
as a means for obtaining black political
self-determination. Historically speaking,
of course, the duality of this ideological
pattern mirrored that of white Americans
in general, who desired, in the abstract, to
uphold the universal ideals embodied in
the Constitution, while denying that such
rights applied to African Americans. But
in addition to embracing a “Back-to-
Africa” orientation reminiscent of Marcus
Garvey’s UNIA, PMEW’s emigrationism
also endorsed colonization projects in
Japan and Brazil. On the other hand,
members also viewed themselves as bene-
ficiaries of a more democratic social order
within the United States via the interven-
tion of the Japanese imperial army.

After Walter Peeples (for whom bio-
graphical information remains elusive)
became head of the organization, the
PMEW endorsed anti-lynching legislation
introduced by U.S. Senator Edward P.
Costigan in 1934 but resisted Communist
Party efforts to unionize white and black
workers in the St. Louis nut-processing
industry during the same period. A
Mississippi branch of the organization
originated with the idea of forming eco-
nomic cooperatives, then shifted to a
“Back-to-Africa” plan. Emigration to
Africa, Japan, and Brazil was variously
advocated by PMEW leaders, but mem-
bers were also advised to place a purple
cloth in their windows in order to identify
themselves as Japanese supporters once
Japan’s anticipated invasion of the United
States began.24

L 2 2 4

Shortly following the incorporation of
the St. Louis branch of the PMEW,
Ashima Takis and his supporters with-
drew to form a rival organization with an
identical program and creed, the Original
Independent Benevolent Afro-Pacific
Movement of the World, Inc. (OIBAPMW).
Of the several reasons offered for the
break, the least contradictory, for once,
was the one given by Takis: when the
Missouri-based PMEW filed incorporation
papers toward the end of 1933, Walter
Peeples and Satokata Takahashi moved to
exclude him from the leadership.25 Takis
attributed the rift to jealousy on the part
of others within the group; organizers
received the ten-cent joining fee for each
new member enrolled, and Takis appar-
ently exacted above-average sums from
his energetic proselytizing. He admitted as
well, albeit implicitly, that he had failed to
follow Takahashi’s instructions. Over
Takahashi’s objections, Takis and Liang
continued to employ their apparently pop-
ular, public debate format regarding
Japan’s colonization of Manchuria, Takis
assuming the “pro” position and Liang
adopting the “con.” Takahashi reportedly
insisted, however, that both speakers
should publicly endorse Japan’s militarist
intervention in China. Takis then, by his
own admission, attempted to split the
organization and was warned by Peeples
that if he did so he would “never leave
St. Louis alive.” Discouraged, Takis
departed the city.26

In explaining the rift to a reporter,
Burt Cornish offered another explanation:
some who signed up in the belief that they
had joined a mere fraternal order “became
alarmed at Takis’ inflammatory statements
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and withdrew to form a similar organiza-
tion of their own. . . . Despite the rupture,
Takis tagged along with the new group,
although retaining his direction of the old.
There was much shifting about between
the old and new groups, with some mem-
bers, and even some officers, not being
quite sure just which group it was they
belonged to.” Whatever the underlying
reasons for the schism, when a group of
PMEW officers filed incorporation papers
in late August 1933, Peeples replaced
Takis in the top post of grand president
general. The rival OIBAPMW, whose nom-
inal purpose was “to dispense charity
among its members; to set up subordinate
groups for the same purpose; to come to
the aid and relief of its members and to
promote peace; and universal brother-
hood,” filed two months later. Takis
became the OIBAPMW’s great grand pres-
ident, John McWhite, erstwhile cam-
paigner for the Republican Party in south-
eastern Missouri, its grand president, and
Burt Cornish, its grand secretary.2?

In St. Louis the pro-Japan movement
among blacks was reportedly in high gear
by September 1933, but at that moment
the OIBAPMW appears to have enjoyed
limited influence in Missouri’s most popu-
lous city. That same month, Ashima Takis
and Moy Liang transferred their opera-
tions to the greater Kansas City area, mis-
representing themselves as president gen-
eral and secretary general, respectively, of
the PMEW. The former, meanwhile,
had assumed a new identity, that of
M. Yamamoto; the latter apparently went
by the name of T. Loing. The theme of
their speeches, noted an army investiga-
tive report, was that “within two years the
colored races must fight the white for self-
determination, and that American
Negroes should be ready to support Japan
on call by training their young men in
modern weapons, especially aviation,
instruction in which is now denied the
darky. They then receive enrollments in
the ‘Pacific Movement’ (25¢) and in a pro-
posed colored aviation school (25¢); total
50¢.”28

Noting the large crowds that attended
the meetings and the hundreds who
joined, The Kansas City Call, on the other
hand, preferred to focus on the emigra-
tionist character of the movement. The
weekly reported a speech of proselytizer
“Yamamoto” (Takis), now claiming
“Hawaiian birth” and “Filipino parentage,”
who “implied that members of the organi-
zation would be taken to the Orient where
they would become citizens of Japan and
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be eligible to homestead land.”2? The
PMEW charter, however, embraced the
notion of an African “return” for black
Americans, and Takis may have gleaned
his idea for a Japan emigration from an
incident reported in the press that past
March, when a group of unemployed black
workers in Blyth, England, joined the
crew of a Japanese-owned ship and set sail
for the land of the rising sun. Rumor had
it that these laborers, stung by the mount-
ing anti-black prejudice that had forced
them out of work in England, intended to
enlist in the Japanese army.30

Despite his popularity, Takis left
Kansas City within two months’ time,
after being accused by Peeples of fraudu-
lently misrepresenting the PMEW.
Thereafter—at least until late 1939, when
he made a brief, if fateful return to
St. Louis—his proselytizing vigor would be
felt throughout some of the larger cities of
the Midwest, small towns of the upper
Mississippi delta, and cities of the eastern
seaboard. He continued to organize inde-
pendently under the PMEW and other
banners in Indianapolis, Cincinnati,
Dayton, Pittsburgh, and elsewhere. From
1935 to 1939 Takis worked the New
York—New Jersey region, coming into con-
tact with a Newark-based, black Hebrew
religious organization known as the House
of Israel. In 1935 he co-founded the
Ethiopian Pacific Movement in New York
City with Jamaican-born Robert O. Jordan
(a.k.a. the “Harlem Hitler”) before moving
on. Additionally, he developed a thriving
business as a purveyor of teas, herbs, and
other health remedies.3!

L 2 2 4

Meanwhile, others continued to spread
the message of Japanese—African American
unity in Missouri, finding a particularly
receptive audience in the depression-
stricken, cotton-producing regions of the
Bootheel. The depression brought devasta-
tion and ruin to the upper Mississippi
delta, but there, as elsewhere, not all social
classes suffered equally. For example, pas-
sage of the Agricultural Adjustment Act in
1933 resulted in a deliberate, wide-scale
acreage reduction in southern agriculture.
In order to avoid paying tenant farmers
their legally mandated share of AAA subsi-
dies, many landowners resorted to share-
cropper evictions or to downgrading the
status of tenant farmers to that of wage
hands or day laborers. During the winter
of 1934-35, such practices were worst in
Arkansas, Tennessee, and southeastern
Missouri.32 Under such conditions, it is not
surprising that Bootheel communities, as
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Evicted Tenant Farm Family Camping along Highway 60 in New Madrid County, Missouri.
Photograph by Arthur Rothstein for the Farm Security Administration, 1939. In the depression-
stricken, cotton-producing regions of the Bootheel, impoverished sharecroppers provided a particu-
larly receptive audience for the pro-Japan movement. Missouri Historical Society Photograph and
Print Collection.

those of surrounding areas, would offer
marvelous possibilities for messianic
activity and identity politics among
African Americans, in addition to the bet-
ter known unionizing efforts of the
Southern Tenant Farm Worker’s Union,
which expressed a more reflective impulse
towards self-organization based upon con-
scious, material interest.

As noted earlier, PMEW factionalism
had produced an offshoot, the OIBAPMW,
resulting in an intense competition
between the associations for new mem-
bers. In the spring of 1934 the OIBAPMW
set out to organize the black rural commu-
nities of the upper delta. One witness hos-
tile to the OIBAPMW later described a
typical meeting, most likely addressed by
Filipino organizer George Cruz: “This Jap
specialized in pointing out to Negroes the
unfairness and brutality heaped upon us
by the American white man. . . . Amidst
great bursts of applause he pointed out
the great things that awaited us when
Japan would come to America to free its
black brother from modern slavery. This
man organized thousands of Negroes, from
Cape [Girardeau] County to the State
line.”33 By late 1934 units belonging to

one group or the other had been estab-
lished in the small southeastern Missouri
towns of Steele, Caruthersville, Wardell,
Hermondale, Bragg City, and Pascola
(Pemiscot County); New Madrid and
Portageville (New Madrid County);
Sikeston (Scott County); Charleston
(Mississippi County); and Cape Girardeau
(Cape Girardeau County).

That August, at the start of the pick-
ing season, OIBAPMW Grand President
John Malachi McWhite claimed to have
addressed a “super-resplendid meeting
down at Charleston in the Southeast
Missouri jurisdiction, where 2,500 cotton
pickers heard me speak for three hours.”34
According to army intelligence, the group
also initiated a recruitment drive in
Crosno, located directly southeast of
Charleston near the Mississippi River.
While attempting to organize at a
Blytheville, Arkansas, church in late
August 1934, George Cruz and his
Mexican wife, Carmen, were arrested on
charges of anarchy and subsequently
released.35 Not to be outflanked by the
OIBAPMW in delta country, the PMEW
dispatched a crew to southeastern
Missouri. Several weeks following the
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Blytheville incident, four PMEW organiz-
ers of African descent were arrested in
Pemiscot County on the charge that they

then and there willfully, unlawfully,
riotously did assemble together with
intent to do an unlawful act with force
and violence against the peace and to
the terror of the people, to wit, to unite
the Negro race in one body with the
Japanese race and all the dark races
of the world, and did then and there
issue a call to arms for all of the
Negroes to unite with the races of the
Far East to overthrow the present sys-
tem of government and to make the
white race subservient to the Negro
race and to set up a government by
the Negroes and the people of the Far
East.36

Driving a “high-powered” Chrysler
and armed with suitcases filled with
records of lynching incidents, newspaper
clippings concerning the Scottsboro case,37
and other literature (including a speech
“telling the Negroes they should wake up
and quit being kept in servitude”), the
organizers had been working in southeast-
ern Missouri for about a week when south-
ern law caught up with them. Their
arrest, according to Justice of the Peace
Max Kelley, “was brought about partly by
complaints of Negro preachers ‘and other
reputable Negroes’ who thought numerous
Negroes, particularly in the rural sections,
were being victimized by promoters.” But
the more substantive issue, it seems, was
that “several cotton plantation owners
complained also, anxious to avoid any
‘unrest’ during the cotton picking sea-
son.”38

At their September 11, 1934, trial,
held some five miles north of the Arkansas
border at Steele, Missouri, all four defen-
dants pleaded innocent, protesting that
their intentions had been confused with
those of the rival, breakaway lodge, the
Original Independent Benevolent Afro-
Pacific Movement of the World. PMEW
members held that theirs was the associa-
tion devoted to benevolent activities and
disclaimed anything other than the pro-
motion of “brotherhood and peace.” Openly
referring to the defendants as “niggers,”
the prosecuting attorney remained uncon-
vinced: blacks “were all right as long as
they were in their places picking cotton,”
he was reported as saying, “but when they
ride up in high powered machines trying
to agitate, that was something differ-
ent.”3? Found guilty, each of the four men
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was given a maximum sentence of one
year in jail and charged a thousand-dollar
fine.

Prior to sentencing, both judge and
constable stepped outside the courtroom
doors, apparently a prearranged signal for
the some two hundred white spectators
inside the courtroom to brutally mob the
defendants and their supporters. Later the
four “were unable to give details of their
beating, saying that ‘it happened all at
once and we were down on the floor before
we knew what was going on.” Struck “as
he ran down the [courthouse] steps
towards his car,” their lawyer was unable
to “learn of the fate of his clients until he
reached Cape Girardeau,” some ninety
miles to the north. The following day, a
black investigator who requested informa-
tion about the prisoners was assaulted in
the streets.40

Despite differences with the Pacific
Movement, NAACP lawyers in St. Louis
promptly filed for a writ of habeas corpus
in the case and paid the defendants’ travel
expenses to Jefferson City, where their
plea was heard before the Missouri
Supreme Court. In a move audacious for
its time, the court freed all four just six
days following their conviction, handing
down a unanimous and altogether appro-
priate edict that a legal trial had not
taken place.41

However such violence on the part
of whites might spur the growth of
African American nationalism, nothing
quite matched the Italian invasion of
Ethiopia in October 1935, which electrified
African American national consciousness
in a way perhaps not seen since the
UNIA’s grand inaugural convention held
fifteen years earlier. In 1937 a New
York-based organization known as the
Ethiopian World Federation, which con-
ducted fund raising and agitation on U.S.
soil for the defense of Ethiopia, rolled
through the St. Louis region, depleting
much of the Pacific Movement rank and
file. But a year later, according to the
same account, the St. Louis EWF suddenly
broke up; a hundred or so former members
then recast their lot with a temporarily
revitalized branch of the original PMEW,
whose seriously diminished membership
core by that point had shifted geographi-
cally to the eastern side of the Mississippi.42
On the heels of an organizing visit by
PMEW president David Erwin to Arizona
and California, a conference of the
PMEW’s Supreme Executive Council was
called in East St. Louis in Septem-
ber 1938, the official purpose of which was
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to discover the number of active members,
to determine the “points that should be
withheld from the members for a period of
time,” to discuss whether “the colored people
of America [would] accept any other land
for colonization other than Africa,” and,
finally, to decide whether “the Pacific
Movement [should] urge support or con-
done members of the race to seek coloniza-
tion in South America and support the
Movement there under Japanese leader-
ship 100 percent.”#3

At the meeting—which witnessed a
return to the fold of John Malachi
McWhite, former national president of the
OIBAPMW—Erwin explained the differ-
ence between the PMEW and the
Ethiopian World Federation: “The colors of
the Pacific Movement include the Black,
Yellow, Red and Brown races, which would
naturally accept Indians, Chinese,
Japanese, Australians or any division of
mankind less than White as members;
while the Ethiopian Federation organiza-
tion calls for the Blacks only.” He also
reportedly called Japan the “champion” of
all dark and colored races.44

Central to the Pacific Movement’s
attempted revitalization was a fictitious
plan for colonizing African Americans in
South America under Japanese control,

with Brazil the destination most often cited.
Ten dollars were exacted “from each mem-
ber who expressed his desire to make the
trip.” Erwin also solicited funds to be osten-
sibly employed for the welfare of Japanese
soldiers. Additionally, he introduced a fra-
ternal unit into the organization, replete
with rituals, passwords, signs, and degrees
inspired by Freemasonry and more closely
associated the PMEW with Triumph the
Church of the New Age; the church had
appointed Erwin—a sometime laundryman
and cook who came to St. Louis from the
Mississippi delta in 1922—to the post of
district bishop in 1939.45

In December 1939 Ashima Takis
returned to St. Louis, this time as Mimo
De Guzman. The peripatetic, pro-Japan
crusader was welcomed back into the
PMEW-—a decision its two principal offi-
cers, David D. Erwin and General Lee
Butler, would come to regret. Anticipating
an attack on the U.S. by Japan, the orga-
nization commenced preparations—just
how seriously, one still cannot ascertain—for
the Japanese military occupation of
St. Louis. To that end Takis worked with
Erwin and Butler to collect an arsenal as
well as to prepare flags by which Japanese
troops could recognize friendly PMEW
members. Sometime around January 1940
Erwin and Takis traveled to the southern
Illinois town of Mounds, where they
reportedly collected a small number of
guns for the organization. In early
February they visited Tulsa, Oklahoma,
where N. C. Lewis, secretary of the PMEW
unit in that city, was questioned by Erwin
regarding his apparent delinquency in for-
warding funds to the home office.
Assuring the PMEW president that
twenty-one dollars recently had been sent,
Lewis produced a postal money order
receipt as proof. Shortly thereafter Takis
and Erwin proceeded on to Phoenix,
Arizona, where Takis abruptly disap-
peared after a couple of days. Returning
alone to St. Louis in early March, David
Erwin had the wayward money order
traced; to his chagrin, he learned that one
Mimo De Guzman (a.k.a. Ashima Takis)
had fraudulently cashed it in St. Louis
just prior to the Tulsa and Phoenix visits.
Charges were filed and a warrant subse-
quently issued for Takis’ arrest, but two
full years would pass before he was
apprehended.46

In 1940 General Lee Butler, a janitor
employed by the Midwest Rubber Reclaim-
ing Company at Monsanto, succeeded
David Erwin as PMEW president. Also
hailing from Mississippi, Butler had
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resided in East St. Louis since 1926. While
this change in leadership brought no dis-
cernible change in organizational ideology,
the bombing of Pearl Harbor by Japan late
the following year quickly transformed
U.S. domestic politics altogether. Speech
protected by the First Amendment prior to
the U.S. declaration of war on December 8
might be regarded as treasonous after that
date. Although far more tolerant in some
ways than the draconian policies engi-
neered by J. Edgar Hoover and A. Mitchell
Palmer during World War I, government
crackdowns directed towards presumed
internal security threats did occur.4?
Bowing to fears of the “yellow peril,” on
February 9, 1942, President Franklin D.
Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066,
which provided for the internment of West
Coast Japanese in concentration camps.
Attacking “lethargy” in government secu-
rity agencies, the Washington Post
launched a public campaign to root out
“subversives” in American life, prompting
an intensified Justice Department search
for domestic spies. Except for the interven-
tion of Attorney General Francis Biddle,
the black press and its Double V campaign
most likely would have been shut down by
the government during the war.48

As noted earlier, the investigation of
the 1942 Sikeston lynching by federal
agents in February had brought to even
greater light the existence of a strong
pro-Japan sentiment among black
Missourians. In response, “responsible
Negro leaders,” including U. S. Falls of the
National Negro Business League and
William Pickens of the NAACP, conducted
a series of patriotic meetings to offset what
they considered to be “seditious activity” in
the St. Louis black community.49 At the
same time, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch ran
a front-page photograph of “Dr.” Ashima
Takis and Moy Liang with the caption,
“Hunted As Enemy Agents.” (Unknown to
his pursuers, however, Liang had died in
1938.) Almost five months later, in
September 1942, Takis was finally tracked
down in New York City and charged with
two relatively minor federal offenses: fail-
ure to comply with the draft laws and the
fraudulent cashing of the postal money
order in St. Louis. After Takis offered con-
vincing proof that his alleged Selective
Service violations were the result of sloppy
bookkeeping on the part of his local draft
board, the former set of charges was
dropped. Takis was then remanded to
St. Louis to stand trial for forgery, for
which he was sentenced to three years
imprisonment.50
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That same summer a dozen members
of the Kansas City, Kansas, branch of the
Moorish Science Temple of America were
arrested for failing to register for the
draft.5! Around the same time, a federal
investigative grand jury was convened in
St. Louis for the purpose of investigating
the scope of pro-Japan networks among
local black residents. Two months later gov-
ernment agents conducted raids against
alleged pro-Japanese African American
individuals and organizations in New York
City, Chicago, Washington, D.C., St. Louis,
East St. Louis, and New Orleans. The fol-
lowing January a second round of arrests
took place in East St. Louis and Newark.
Most of the 125 or so cases involved failures
to register for the draft; others were prose-
cuted under federal laws interdicting
wartime espionage and peacetime
sedition.52

During the first wave of arrests, the
FBI raided the Pacific Movement’s East
St. Louis office as well as the homes of
select members. After being tipped off by
an informant, police seized a rifle and four
hundred rounds of ammunition discovered
in the automobile of General Butler when
they apprehended him on Eads Bridge,
connecting St. Louis and East St. Louis.
(An earlier FBI search failed to locate
these items in Butler’s East St. Louis
home; apparently fearing another raid,
Butler decided to move them to safety on
the other side of the river.) Following ten
hours of interrogation without the benefit
of a lawyer, Butler made a full confession
to FBI agents.53

On trial for forgery in St. Louis,
Ashima Takis then testified before an East
St. Louis federal grand jury investigating
the PMEW in late September. The grand
jury having finished its preliminary work,
a decision was made to withhold indict-
ments against the organization’s officers
until its findings could be coordinated with
those of the earlier St. Louis inquiry and
similar investigative bodies then meeting
in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Oxford,
Mississippi; and Kansas City, Missouri.
Indicted two months later, David Erwin
and General Butler were arrested in late
January 1943 and brought to trial the fol-
lowing May.54

Erwin, Butler, the PMEW itself, and a
Japanese male, John Doe, whom authori-
ties were unable to locate let alone identify,
were each charged with violations of the
wartime espionage and peacetime sedition
acts. On six different occasions following
the declaration of war by the United States
on December 8, 1941, the defendants were
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General Lee Butler Shortly after His Arrest on
Eads Bridge in September 1942. Photograph
by a St. Louis Post-Dispatch staff photogra-
pher. Courtesy of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.
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said to have conspired to make public
statements with the intent of causing
insubordination and disloyalty within the
armed forces of the United States, and of
hindering recruitment into same. The sec-
ond charge concerned the alleged influenc-
ing of draft-age men to avoid military ser-
vice by becoming ordained ministers in
Triumph the Church of the New Age with-
out regard to qualification. The trial was
conducted without the benefit of a jury,
most likely because the defendants felt
that the selection of impartial jurors during
wartime would have been impossible.
Indeed, General Butler had reported that
union members at his place of work threat-
ened his life when they learned of his
arrest on charges of sedition.5®

Shuttled in from the federal correc-
tional institution at Sandstone, Minnesota,
where he was serving out his sentence,
Ashima Takis became the star witness for
the prosecution in United States v. Pacific
Movement et al. Although Takis for years
had made statements and participated in
activities no less provocative than those of
the defendants, such incidents had
occurred outside the legal time frame,
thereby granting him immunity from pros-
ecution. The Espionage Act, covering acts
of wartime sedition, became effective on
December 8, 1941; the Selective Training
and Service Act, which addressed peace-
time infractions, was passed in Sep-
tember 1940. Moreover, since Takis had
severed his connections with the PMEW
prior to March 1940, he had no direct
knowledge of the alleged violations com-
mitted by the defendants during the most
critical period. Unfortunately for the defen-
dants, however, the fact that they were
charged with conspiracy also meant the
application of less rigorous guidelines for
determining the admissibility of evidence
against them.

From the stand Takis charged that
“Erwin got money on [occasion] from the
Japanese owner of a restaurant near
Jefferson Avenue and Market Street,”
located near PMEW headquarters in
St. Louis. He quoted Erwin as having said
at one PMEW meeting: “I will never fight
for America, because of what it has done to
my people, and I will make you ministers
so that you won’t have to fight either.”
Finally, Takis related that PMEW military
units “drilled in uniform at their meeting
place and were instructed in the manual of
arms. The members were given secret
signs and codes which were to identify
them to the invading Japanese and were
told to make flags of black, brown, red and

Gateway Heritage - Fall 1995



yellow to hang in their windows as signals
when the invaders marched in.”5¢ (The
colors had been changed from earlier
years.) Counsel for Butler and Erwin later
complained that Takis had testified
against them in retaliation for their 1940
criminal complaint, which had resulted in
his conviction on the forgery charge.
However, while the sworn assertions of a
number of former or current PMEW mem-
bers contradicted those of Takis, those of
others tended to support him. And
although it lay outside the time frame in
question, the prosecutor’s introduction of
“the minutes of a meeting held at St. Louis
in June 1939, which quoted Erwin as say-
ing that the Japanese were the champions
of all dark and colored people, and that the
victory of the dark and colored races
‘started with the Japanese,” did not augur
well for his defense. Nor was the defen-
dants’ case helped by Butler’s earlier
admission to FBI agents, which he
recanted on the stand.57

Finding the defendants guilty on two
counts each, presiding U.S. district court
judge Fred L. Wham concluded that the
PMEW had demonstrated an “unvarying
purpose to put the interests of the colored
races above the interests of the United
States Government, and to put Japan as
the alleged friend and leader-of the colored
peoples, above the United States in the
minds and hearts of the members. . . . Be it
to the credit of the colored people of the
country,” he reflected, “that, although the
membership at its peak was more than a
million, as the disloyal tendencies of the
organization became more and more clear,
the membership declined until compara-
tively few remained active at the time of
the indictment.”®® For crimes against the
state, David D. Erwin was sentenced to four
years imprisonment and General Butler to
two on account of his six children. The
Pacific Movement of the Eastern World
was fined one thousand dollars. Charges
against the nonexistent Japanese John
Doe were dismissed.5® Perhaps the most
bitter irony of all of this was that the fed-
eral investigation of African American
sedition in Missouri had been prompted by
a similar, but ineffective, inquiry into the
Sikeston lynching, itself a generator of
black political “disloyalty.” Although
African Americans could be successfully
prosecuted for political crimes, the possibil-
ity that identified lynchers of a black vic-
tim might be saddled with the burden of a
court trial and ultimate punishment was
virtually nil.

L 2 2 2
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In the same way that African Amer-
ican hopes for the arrival of Japanese gen-
eral Hideki Tojo and his divisions on the
U.S. mainland cannot be equated with sup-
port for Japan’s coercive policies, neither
can organizations such as the Pacific
Movement be “explained away” as the
actions of a handful of hustlers and moun-
tebanks. The St. Louis Urban League’s
characterization of the PMEW as a
“money-getting racket” contained a great
deal of truth.60 Indeed, the organizing
activities of Ashima Takis were all too
indistinguishable from those of petty hus-
tling, and it is difficult to escape the judg-
ment that he was little more than a tal-
ented rogue.®! But aside from Takis’
machinations, an element of sincerity often
characterized the actions of PMEW
leaders—especially in the early stages of
the movement. For example, David Erwin’s
inquiries to U.S. government officials
in 1935 regarding the availability of
Ethiopian territory for African American
settlement appear genuine enough.62 But
even as a swindle, the attraction of tens of
thousands of black Missourians to the pro-
Japan movement had startling implica-
tions. Black middle-class organizations
such as the Urban League and the NAACP
had consistently underestimated the desire
for self-determination on the part of impov-
erished black industrial workers, tenant
farmers, and numerous members of the
black middle-class itself, as well as the
extent to which marginalized African Amer-
icans might welcome outside military inter-
vention in the affairs of the United States.

The existence of strong pro-Japan
affinities among African Americans from
the turn of the century through World
War II has remained a deeply buried sub-
ject. The careful reader will therefore likely
register skepticism at potentially self-
serving media and law enforcement
reports detailing the scope of pro-Japanese
black organizations during the thirties and
early forties. But in fact, the media in
general—including the African American
press—deliberately downplayed such sym-
pathies, emphasizing instead the “loyal”
character of the majority of the black popu-
lation even while reaping dividends from
sensationalist headlines. Indeed, black dis-
sidents lying outside the patriotic mold
were treated as “crackpots” or fringe ele-
ments undeserving of worthy considera-
tion. True, a modicum of hype surrounded
the Justice Department’s handling of the
PMEW case, to the point of fabrication of a
Japanese “John Doe” for the purpose of
publicly emphasizing the organization’s
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Sumner High School Students Marching for Victory at Home and Abroad during a Cleanup Week
Parade. Photograph, 1942. Most African Americans—Ilike these high school students—joined in the
war effort while continuing to struggle for civil rights at home. Pierce W. Hangge Collection,
Missourt Historical Society Photograph and Print Collection.

alleged Japan connection. But the arrests
of a handful of black dissidents on sedition
charges during World War II seemed much
more geared towards the intimidation of
others with like sympathies than a pretext
for cracking down on the African American
population as a whole.

The tens of thousands of African
Americans who joined pro-Japan organiza-
tions during the 1930s were dispersed
throughout the northeastern, southern, and
especially the midwestern region of the
country. They participated in organizations
as diverse as the Nation of Islam, the
Moorish Science Temple, The Development
of Our Own, the Peace Movement of
Ethiopia, the Ethiopian Pacific Movement,
and the Pacific Movement of the Eastern
World. With respect to numbers, however,
aside from the Chicago-based Moorish
Science Temple of America, which appears
to have grown steadily in membership
throughout the thirties, organized pro-
Japan groups among black Americans
peaked rapidly in terms of the thousands of
adherents which they attracted at the very
beginning of the Great Depression, in con-
trast to the hundreds who could be counted
among their members at the end. In Detroit

the Nation of Islam’s initial size was esti-
mated at eight thousand, but that number
had dwindled into the mere hundreds by
late 1934; the membership of The
Development of Our Own was estimated at
ten thousand, of which only a handful of
members remained by the early 1940s.
Solid figures for PMEW remain somewhat
elusive at present, but membership cer-
tainly numbered in the thousands.
Chicago’s Peace Movement of Ethiopia also
claimed a large following.

On the other hand, such organizational
collapses should not be mechanically inter-
preted as a corresponding decline in posi-
tive African American feelings towards
Japan, which seem to have remained
strong even following Pearl Harbor.63 We
do know, for example, that the persistence
of a pro-Japan sentiment among Missouri
blacks lingered for years following the
decline of local chapters of the PMEW and
the OIBAPMW, in urban as well as rural
areas. In the Missouri Bootheel, Southern
Tenant Farmer Union organizer Owen
Whitfield noted during the war, “Where it is
safe for me to travel I have broken down
this belief that the Jap is the Negro’s friend.
At the present time there are thousands of
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Negroes on the large plantations who are
loyal to this country, but are confused
because of this Jap’s [the OIBAPMW’s
George Cruz’] teaching and wonder what to
do next.”®4 And we know also that a survey
conducted under the direction of the Office
of War Information in 1942 uncovered a sig-
nificant core of pro-Japan sentiment among
New York City blacks.%5

The ultimate confusion, of course,
came not from OIBAPMW or PMEW
recruiters but rather the broad transgres-
sions of democracy occurring under Allied
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leadership in their respective colonial or
semi-colonial “backyards.” These were the
conditions that created the audience for
the pro-Japan message. In the end it was
the incarceration of leaders of the pro-
Japanese movement and the military
defeat of Japan by the United States that
closed this chapter on a fascinating and
important history, erasing the events of a
decade from living memory and leaving
traces only in forgotten newspaper
accounts and in the archives of govern-
ment intelligence services.
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