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“Men who are in earnest are not afraid of consequences.”
~ Marcus Garvey

Events of December 1917
The 18th Amendment, authorizing prohibition of 
alcohol, is approved by the US Congress and sent to the 
states for ratification.

Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen founded The 
Messenger, a Black socialist magazine in New York 
City. “Our aim is to appeal to reason, to lift our 
pens above the cringing demagogy of the times.” 
 
The Supreme Court, in Buchanan v. Warley, strikes 
down the Louisville, Kentucky, ordinance that mandated 
segregated neighborhoods.

African-American soldiers of the Third Battalion of 
the all-black Twenty-Fourth United States Infantry 
Regiment, 156 in number, marched on Houston after 
their mistreatment and abuse by the Houston Police 
Department. The Houston Mutiny, as it came to be 
known, resulted in four blacks and 12 whites being killed. 
There were 29 black soldiers executed for participation in 
the riot, and another 41 were sentenced to life in prison.

December 17, 1917
Isaac Pope is born.

In 1917, all across the American South, most black 
people were caught up in a farming system known as 
sharecropping. After the Civil War, large plantations, 
remaining under the ownership of former slave masters, 
were parceled out to what became known as tenant 
farmers. The black families would rent the land, the seed, 
and the equipment to run their farm, as well as the food 
on their table. At the end of the harvest, the landowner 
would subtract out those expenses, and whatever was 
leftover was what the tenant earned as wages. Predictably, 
the remaining money was never enough to free families 
from the land and the life. This form of virtual slavery 
was handed down to Isaac Pope’s parents from their 
parents, who were slaves freed at the end of the war.

Only one generation removed from slavery, Pope’s 
early life was dominated and informed by what became 
known as the Jim Crow Laws. Famous examples of this 
separate but equal doctrine were the relegating of blacks 
to the back of the bus, as well as having separate lunch 
counters and restroom facilities. However, the most 
insidious of the laws concerned the schooling of black 
children. Back then, much like today, in some places, 
school funding depended upon where you lived. In 
Kinston, North Carolina, Isaac Pope’s hometown, school 
funding for black schools was significantly lower than 
for white schools. At first, when white schools received 
new books, the old books went to the black schools. In 
1889, that went by the wayside when North Carolina 

Joseph Friedman, Photographer
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passed a law forbidding the practice. Quite predictably, 
it led to an increasingly inferior education of black 
children. Without an adequate education, the children 
of sharecroppers remained tied to their farms, with little 
hope of escape. When a black person decided to leave 
the farm and head to their local city to find work, they 
were frequently frozen out of the workforce by white 
business owners who didn’t think poorly-educated blacks 
were smart enough to handle even the most menial of 
jobs. This led to an exodus of black people who headed 
north to find steady and higher-paying work. Known as 
The Great Migration, it is estimated that more than one 
million people found their way to places like Pittsburgh, 
Chicago, and Detroit.

“Your value lies not in status or title, but in the roots of 
your character and depth of your compassion.”
~ Mollie Marti

Isaac Pope continued to work the same cotton and 
tobacco fields his parents had when he was a child. It 
was there, alongside his mother, toiling under the 
baking North Carolina sun, where he began to hear the 
whistle of the trains, as they traveled across the country, 
beckoning him to places he could only imagine. When 
World War II broke out, he saw a chance for a different 
and possibly better life and decided to take a leap of 
faith. More than a million young, black men served the 
country overseas, and most shared the hope that their 
patriotism would convince the nation that black people 
deserved to be treated the same as all others in society. 
What they found was a mixed bag of acceptance and 
racism. In the Navy, most blacks were relegated to the 
position of cook or steward, and in the Army, they were 
kept behind the lines in support roles. Soon, however, 
segregated combat units were formed, and blacks were 
sent to the front lines. Pope, recognized by his white, 
commanding officers for his natural leadership style, 

intelligence, and determination, received promotion to 
First Sergeant in the 969th Artillery Battalion. Isaac Pope, 
while still serving in a segregated unit, finally began 
receiving recognition for his abilities as a man, instead 
of the hurtful assumptions made by some, because of his 
skin color.

The 969th came ashore in Normandy shortly after the 
Allied invasion. Immediately, they went into combat in 
what became known as The Battle of the Hedgerows. Later, 
they were sent to a quiet sector near the Ardennes Forest, 
where they took up a position near a small town, located 
close to the border of Belgium and Luxembourg, called 
Bastogne. Not considered a high-risk sector, Bastogne 
was being used as a sort of forward, winter rest area for 
combat units. By mid-December, things began heating 
up in the frozen Ardennes. German units had crossed the 
Our River, then moved towards the Luxembourg town of 
Wiltz. The understrength and stunned Americans slowed 
the advance, but could not stop it. The 969th, along with 
many other units, was hastily repositioned to Bastogne, 
and during the morning of December 20, 1944, German 
forces reached the town and quickly surrounded it. The 
true German objective was the city of Antwerp. If they 
could take the seaport there, it would divide the Allied 
forces and give Germany one last chance to win the war. 
The tangled crossroads of Bastogne were the key to the 
battle. Take Bastogne, and all of France and Belgium 
would lay vulnerable before the hostile invader. Isaac 
Pope was a sudden and surprised participant in The 
Battle of the Bulge. Fought in blizzard conditions and 
outnumbered 5-1, the Americans were ill-equipped to 
withstand the weather, let alone the attacking force of 
Germany’s best soldiers. Low on ammunition, food, and 
medical supplies, somehow, the 969th and First Sergeant 
Isaac Pope held out for the entire week of the siege, until 
relief, in the form of General George Patton and the 
Third Army, arrived.

Joseph Friedman, PhotographerIsaac Pope with St. Augustus AME Zion Church Members
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HUMAN INTEREST
“Lord, grant that I may always desire more than I can 
accomplish.”  
~ Michelangelo Buonarroti

When the war ended, a million men of color marched 
home to find that nothing had changed. The country 
celebrated the victory over evil on the European 
continent, but here in America, Jim Crow continued, 
unabated. The Ku Klux Klan (KKK) still marched 
and lynched. Sharecroppers remained in horrific 
poverty, while schools, neighborhoods, businesses, and 
the government all remained intractably segregated. 
Unwilling to return to the virtual slavehood of tenant 
farming, Mr. Pope found work at the newly-built DuPont 
plant near Kinston. He applied to be a truck driver, but 
was deemed unqualified, and as was common in those 
days, he was shunted over to janitorial service. Sadly, his 
decorated combat service meant very little in the face of 
institutionalized racism. As a First Sergeant in the Army, 
Pope had the ability to make life-and-death decisions 
and the trust of the 969th in doing so, sometimes on 
a moment to moment basis. He had learned to fight 
and win against a foe that was intent upon his physical 
annihilation, and now, he found himself confronted with 
a foe intent upon his spiritual destruction. In France, 
Luxembourg, and Belgium, the fight was made with 
bullets and blood. To win in America, the tools were 
organization, communication, and faith. Unionizers, 
voter registrars, and civil rights leaders were prepared 
to march and for their blood to be spilled, but they 
did not want to follow the example of the soldiers’ 
1917 uprising in Houston, where they marched with 
intent upon revenge. With the Tulsa and Rosewood 
Massacres indelibly etched into the collective African-
American memory, this new crop of idealistic leaders 
understood armed conflict, and terrorism would only 
end in tragedy. Instead, their weapon of choice would 
be peace, in the form of passive resistance.

Pope helped found the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) chapter 
in Kinston and served as an officer and a membership 

solicitor for nearly the rest of his life. Facing the very 
real possibility of violent reprisals from the KKK and 
their sympathizers, he bravely registered voters, agitated 
for unions, and walked the picket lines whenever called 
upon to do so. While he didn’t speak with a nationally-
recognized voice like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. or 
Representative John Lewis, he made his presence felt in 
his own corner of America. Now, at the age of 100, he is 
finally getting the recognition he deserves. Clinical and 
Research Psychologist Paula Caplan is an award-winning 
author and filmmaker. Mr. Pope came to her attention 
through her father. He had served with Isaac in the 
969th, and she included him as one of her subjects in 
the film Is Anybody Listening. That film focuses upon the 
lasting spiritual and psychological wounds many combat 
veterans suffered and continued to endure for their 
lifetime. With patience and understanding, she learned 
of their human desire for someone to listen to them. 
She turned to Isaac, as well as several others, and as they 
told their stories, she simply listened. Now, a few years 
later, as Mr. Pope approached his 100th birthday, Caplan 
decided to move ahead with a film focused exclusively 
on him. It is called Isaac Pope: The Spirit of an American 
Century, and an early screening was held at the Saint 
Augustus African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion 
Church in Kinston on his 100th birthday, December 17, 
2017. In attendance were five generations of the Pope 
family, including a couple of young men serving active 
duty in the same US Army Isaac served in with honor, 
valor, and distinction.

Since the day the Civil War ended, people of color 
have fought against enemies who rarely showed their 
faces. At first, those faces were hidden under white 
sheets and masks, but as time went on, they hid in 
the shadows of boardrooms, legislatures, and town 
councils, making rules and laws designed to promote 
the well-being of one race at the expense of another. 
Today, our country is still dealing with the ugliness of 
racism, and only the voices from our past will keep us 
from repeating the mistakes we made during The Isaac 
Pope Century.

Thank you to the extraordinary Paula Caplan, Photographer Joseph Friedman, Mr. Pope’s niece Patricia Harris, Elle Ish, 
Leah Reise, Terri Bassett, Tammy KC Heyges, and Lisa Snyder for their help, encouragement, and support.  

To Mr. Isaac Pope. If not for you and those who stood their ground alongside you, where would we be?

For more on Paula Caplan:
http://www.paulajcaplan.net/

https://www.feministvoices. com/paula-caplan/
http://www. isanybodylisteningmovie.org/

www.isaacpopefilm.com

For more on Joseph Friedman:
www.josephfriedman.com/home. html

Please visit my website:
www.arenafootballinsider.com
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