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Okies of the '60s

In Chicago they know them as WASPS (for White Appalachian Southern Protestants), in Cincinnati as SAMS (for Southern Appalachian Migrants). St. Louis calls them, among other things, swamp turkeys and hoosiers. In Columbus and Cleveland they are simply called hillbillies (the name they dislike most). By whatever name, more than a million impoverished white Southerners, comprising 20% of the population of the 250 Appalachian Mountain counties in nine Southern states, *moved northward between 1950 and 1960 to eke out a precarious living in the big cities. Packed into secondhand cars loaded down with their meager possessions, swarms still arrive every day in such cities as Chicago, Detroit, St. Louis, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Columbus, Dayton and Springfield. With them arrive the hopes, problems and frustrations of a new U.S. minority. They are the Okies of the '60s.

Mostly descendants of Scotch-Irish immigrants who settled in the Appalachians in the early 18th century, the migrants were long isolated by their mountain barriers from the mainstream of U.S. life. Settling down to a slow-paced, hand-to-mouth and inbred way of life, they became famed chiefly for moonshine, revenooers, family feuds and hillbilly music. They became the inspiration for Erskine Caldwell novels and such comic-strip caricatures as Snuffy Smith and Li'l Abner.

Still in the Hills. But civilization, of a sort, has reached the mountains. TV has penetrated into many Appalachian shacks that have little other furniture. It has brought with it a glimpse of jobs, salaries and luxuries that the mountaineers never dreamed of. Dressed in their mountain "uniform"—tight blue jeans, white sweat socks and open-necked shirts for the men, simple print dresses for the women—they have turned to the cities for a new life.

Most of them find the city a strange and unfriendly place. They long for the hill country, talk of returning to it as soon as they have saved a chunk of money to start anew. "I don't believe Appalachian whites ever get to like the city," says Bernard S. Houghton, director of Cleveland's West Side Community House. "It's simply wages that bring them here. They never get out of the hills." Asked to take part in any community affairs, the mountaineers almost invariably refuse, arguing that they do not intend to be around long.

With that attitude, they are the despair of law-enforcement, welfare, health and academic officials who try to help them become assimilated in the city. A proud people, they are slow to accept relief—but they often hand over their money to credit gougers (poorly educated, many cannot read the large print, much less the fine) for 21-in TV sets and for the chrome and aluminum baubles they have seen on the screen. Most of them live crowded together in slum tenements, but family ties are so strong that relatives from the South are always welcome—even when their visit turns out to last for years. Used to tossing out garbage to be devoured by the ever-present mountain pigs, some newcomers throw garbage out the windows; when told that garbage should be wrapped before it is discarded, some wrap it all right—then throw it out the window.

Distrustful of strangers, the mountain men spend much of their time in taverns that cater to them, drinking draught beer and listening to sad hillbilly songs that sum up their yearnings for the hills they left behind. Their women, many of whom washed their clothes in the creeks back home, are fascinated by Laundromats, spend hours there sitting around talking long after the laundry is done. For religion, the mountaineers turn to the fundamentalist sects and their little store-front churches, where they can feel more comfortable and sing their lusty hymns to their hearts' content.

Stolen Guitars. Like most uprooted groups, the mountaineers get into more than their share of trouble with the police, but their crimes are usually those of drunkenness (a frequent pastime) and theft rather than of violence. They have little respect for property; theft of musical instruments, particularly guitars, is a common complaint. Many mountaineers cannot understand why they cannot take their ailing motors apart on the city streets, why they cannot fire off a gun when their spirits are high. "They are not familiar with our laws," says Police Captain Walter Dorn of St. Louis' Lynch Street district. "In the rural areas from which they come, the sheriff has to have a warrant to make an arrest, but when we go to arrest them without one, you sometimes see a head get cut."

With unemployment high in many Northern cities, the unskilled mountaineers are finding it ever harder to realize the dream of accumulated wages that brought them north. Deprived socially and economically, they are torn between the city and the hills—and belong to neither. But sociologists consider them naturally bright and well-intentioned people who can find a place in the city and its life if they really try. As evidence of that theory, there is Robert Ford, 35, who moved to Cleveland with his wife and family five years ago from Welch, W. Va.—and now, with a good job as a factory grinder, lives in a clean, nicely furnished home. "They taught me a trade," he says. "Before that, all I knew was pick and shovel. I'm not special. Anybody from the South can make out here if they want to. When I came, I made it my business to get interested in the schools and city. If more people from the South would take the community to heart, they could make things better for themselves."

* Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, West Virginia.
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"They're never here more than a year": return migration in the southern exodus, 1940-1970.
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Over the course of the twentieth century more than ten million people left the southern United States for the North and West. After five decades of consistent large-scale outmigration, the tide slowly began to shift back to the South in the early 1970s. By the end of the decade, for the first time in more than a century, the South actually showed a net in-migration of both blacks and whites. (1) The late-twentieth century return migration has emerged as a vibrant area of investigation in its own right, but millions of southern out-migrants--particularly southern whites--returned to the South during the Great Migration. (2) We know very little about the return movement that took place during the period primarily associated with the southern out-migration, between World War II and 1970. (3) Understanding these return migrants reveals not only the precursors to the now-dominant southbound stream, but it also has implications for our understanding of southern migrants in the North. As numerous studies of return migration in other contexts have suggested, return migrants have an impact on the places they leave. A highly transient migrant stream can inhibit the development of migrant community, for instance, and short-term migrants almost always draw at least some sort of antipathy from both long-term settlers and other local residents alike. 

The study of return moves has emerged as an important subfield in the growing interdisciplinary body of migration studies. Favoring the term "mobility" over "migration," recent scholarship has come to deemphasize the older Point A to Point B framework. A recognition of the importance of "mundane movements," as one seminal article put it, demands that we take into account the variety of short-distance, temporary, and circular moves that often precede and follow highly visible long-distance migrations. (4) The study of return migration has been central to this reorientation. Most scholars now see return migration as a constant part of the migration process. Some studies have found that an ongoing counter-current of return migration can have serious implications for the "primary" migration itself. Michael Hanagan's study of internal mobility in southwestern France, for instance, suggests that a shift from seasonal migration to permanent migration helped explain migrants' changing attitudes towards urban life. As opportunities for seasonal migration ebbed, migrants began to see a future for themselves in the city, which ultimately provided a powerful basis for their integration into urban life and working-class politics. This approach has found fertile ground in studies of international migration as well. Mark Wyman's Round Trip to America draws on a large body of work showing how immigrants hoping to return to Europe often brought a radically different orientation than those who intended to stay in the U.S. permanently. Observers ranging from union organizers to religious leaders identified the flightiness of return migrants as potentially detrimental to the local and national well-being. (5) 

In an effort to bring some of the insights of the migration studies literature to bear on our understanding of the Great Migration, this article compares the role of return migration in the southern stream to two northern cities: Cincinnati, Ohio and Indianapolis, Indiana. Cincinnati and Indianapolis were similar destinations in most respects, yet the migrant communities there developed in fundamentally different ways over the course of the twentieth-century. Drawing mostly from the rapidly declining coalfield region of southeastern Kentucky, Cincinnati's southern white migrants had a reputation for staying in the North. Indianapolis's southern migrants, who largely came from the more prosperous regions of western Kentucky and Tennessee, had a reputation for transience. Together, the different migration streams to these two otherwise similar mid-western cities provide an almost ideal setting for exploring the effects of return migration on migrant adjustment in the North. Ultimately, the comparison suggests that a regular stream of return migration did indeed have a significant impact on all migrants' experiences, both on those who would return to the South and those who remained in the North. 

The story of southern white migrants has something to offer back to the larger literature on worldwide migrations as well. Return migration is almost taken to be a constant in the broader migration studies literature. There are certainly known instances of mass migrations with very little return movement, particularly when potential return migrants feared social or political persecution back home, or when the costs of return were simply too great. But southern white out-migrants did not have to cross international borders, they did not have to travel long distances, they did not face discrimination at home, and most were not in extreme poverty. Even in this relatively unencumbered stream, the return migration of southern whites was highly variable from one northern city to another, and with great consequences for the migrants themselves. By investigating the causes and impact of variable rates of return migration within such an apparently homogeneous and fluid migrant stream, this article also brings the experiences of southern whites during the Great Migration to bear on the broader migration studies literature. The experiences of twentieth-century southerners suggest that return migration was vitally important not only when it was present, but also when it was conspicuously absent. 

Broad Patterns in Southern White Return Migration 

Southern whites certainly had a reputation for transience even during the mid-twentieth century peak of southern out-migration. A joke said to have been popular in Ohio suggested that St. Peter needed to tie heaven-bound southern white migrants to the Pearly Gates--that was the only way he could keep them from driving back to Kentucky for the weekend. (6) Interviewed in the early 1950s, a personnel director from an Indianapolis auto transmission plant identified a pattern that many others would note over the years, stating, 

   My impression is that the southerners view it as a temporary 

   thing.... We get a much higher turnover of southern whites than any 

   other group. They work for a while and then go back to the farm.... 

   When I get a man from Kentucky and he says that he has a family and 

   that they are staying with a sister or someone, I tell him I'm sorry 

   that I don't have anything for him. I can be pretty sure that he'll 

   get homesick and frustrated and leave after a while. (7) 

A resident of an Indianapolis westside neighborhood where many southerners lived put it even more succinctly: "they never stay ... they're never here more than a year." Echoed by numerous employers, neighbors and community leaders, this view of southern whites as in constant motion was pervasive throughout the mid-twentieth century North. 

Of course, locals often have unfavorable things to say about migrants, so their comments must always be taken with a grain of salt. In the case of southern whites, however, there is some truth to the stereotype of the highly mobile migrant. From 1935 to the present, the U.S. census offers some broad indication of the rates of return migration during the southern exodus. During each of the 1940-1990 censuses, respondents were asked where they lived 5 years before the census (except in 1950, when the census asked where people lived 1 year before, in 1949). Using this data, it is possible to identify return migrants as southern-born persons who lived outside of the South 5 years prior to the census but lived in the South at the time of the census. Figure 1 gives a sense of the long-term trends in return migration from the North and West. Taking return migrants as a proportion of all southern-born whites living outside the South 5 years prior to each census, Figure 1 shows southern white and black rates of return migration between 1935-1990. (8) In contrast with southern black patterns, southern white rates of return migration were as high at the peak of the out-migration as they were during the reversal of the 1970s and 1980s. Southern white return migration rates were thus not only relatively high, but also they were clearly on the rise long before the southern out-migration came to an end. 

It is important to keep in mind that the rates of return displayed in Figure 1 represent not only a crude measure, but a very conservative one. In 1970, for instance, Figure 1 reports that about 12% of southern-born whites living outside the South in 1965 had returned to the South. Southerners who had left the South after 1965 and returned before 1970 are not included in this estimate, even though they were recent return migrants living in the South in 1970. Furthermore, many migrants who lived outside the South in 1965 probably returned after 1970, so these data are by no means a measure of overall are return for the entire cohort of migrants living in the North in 1965. Finally, it is important to remember that twentieth-century census data permit only a 5-year snapshot of patterns in return migration. If the rate of return migration stayed relatively constant over the 1960-1970 decade, for instance, then the decade-long rate of return migration for those living outside the South in 1960 was probably closer to 20-25%. For the reasons specified above, even this figure would provide only a very conservative cohort measure. 

Census data from 1965-70, when both the primary migration and the return migration were peaking, reveal that the return migrants were by and large a young and prosperous group. Of all southern-born white adults living in the North in 1965, those who would return to the South by 1970 had a median age that was 9 years younger than those who would stay in the North. This is not to suggest that the returners were simply unattached and restless. In fact, just over three-quarters of adult returners and northern stayers alike were married and living with spouses in 1970. (9) Compared to those who stayed in the North, the returners had also done quite well economically. Utilizing a special question in the 1970 census asking respondents about their occupations in 1965, Table 1 compares return migrants' and staying migrants' occupations before any of them moved back to the South. Of all southern-born white men living in the North in 1965, those who would return to the South were generally in higher status occupations than other southerners who would remain in the North. As Table 1 shows, 38% of adult male returners worked in professional, technical, clerical, or sales jobs in the North before returning to the South after 1965, compared with only 29% of the northern stayers. Returning women were similarly clustered in these fields, with 62% of returners and only 52% of stayers working in white collar occupations. The fact that return migrants were younger and more skilled than those who remained in the North underscores the findings of recent studies arguing that southern whites did very well in the North relative to native northerners. Southern white migrants as a whole showed very high occupational distributions in the North despite the fact that a skilled and professionally-oriented subgroup among them were consistently returning home. (10) 
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The larger issue lurking beneath this portrait of the young and skilled return migrant is that migrants from some areas--generally areas not enjoying the mid-twentieth century Sunbelt growth--were simply much less likely than other southerners to return to the South. The 1950s and 1960s saw increasing numbers of southern whites leaving the most impoverished regions of Appalachian Kentucky and West Virginia. These migrants were less prepared for the northward move, they achieved less economically in the North, and they had fewer opportunities to return home than did those leaving more prosperous regions. (11) A comparison of the birthplaces of those who stayed in the North versus the birthplaces of those who returned to the South reveals that migrants from Kentucky and West Virginia were significantly under-represented in the return migration. While 40% of southern whites who stayed in the North from 1965-1970 were born in Kentucky or West Virginia, only a quarter of southerners returning during this period were born in these two states. (12) Even the Kentuckians and West Virginians who did return to the South often went elsewhere, and almost none of the return migrants born in states other than Kentucky or West Virginia moved to these two states. (13) Return migrants' strong bias against Kentucky and West Virginia is particularly striking in light of the fact that these states were so close to the North. A return move to these areas would seem to be a fairly straightforward matter. The under-representation of upper-South natives in the return migration is indicative of the larger point that, on the whole, southerners from economically depressed areas were much less likely to return home than were those from newly prosperous areas. 

Variable rates of return migration across the South take on a particularly profound meaning when one considers that most northern areas drew migration streams rooted in specific southern states. Migrants moving to eastern cities tended to come from the southern coastal states. Those moving to cities in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana tended to come from West Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee. Those moving to Michigan and Illinois tended to come from the southwest. Because migrants from some southern areas were less likely to return to the South than others, the relative permanence of southern white migration streams varied significantly from one northern state to another. Differential rates of return across the South thus often had a curious result: some northern cities received relatively poor and permanent streams while other cities had streams that were better off yet more transient. During the heyday of the southern white out-migration in the 1950s and 1960s, Cincinnati, Ohio, and Indianapolis, Indiana exemplified these divergent patterns. 

There and Back: The Case of Two Northern Cities 

In most ways, Cincinnati and Indianapolis were very similar migrant destinations. The cities are close to one another (they are about 115 miles apart), and both are very close to the South. Cincinnati and Indianapolis were also similarly sized cities during the twentieth century. In 1920, Indianapolis's population numbered about 315,000, rising to about 440,000 by 1970. Cincinnati's 1920 population was about 400,000, and had risen to about 460,000 by 1970. (14) Neither city had been a major destination for the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century "new immigration" from southern and eastern Europe; foreign-born persons made up 10% of the population in Cincinnati and only 5% of the population in Indianapolis in 1920. (15) Yet the two cities both had strong manufacturing economies with a consistently high demand for southern labor during the post-World War II period. Southern whites in particular went to both cities in large numbers. By 1970, both cities were about 20% southern-born, and about 70% of the southern migrants to both cities were whites. In addition to having the whitest overall southern migrant stream, Cincinnati and Indianapolis were in the paradoxical position of having the highest proportions of African-Americans of any midwestern cities through World War II; even through the 1970s the cities always remained near the top of this list. (16) In these ways, Cincinnati and Indianapolis had gone a path that put them at one end of the spectrum of twentieth-century migrations to northern and midwestern cities. The cities were particularly southern, the southerners in the cities were particularly white, yet African-Americans were present in proportionately equal or higher numbers than they were anywhere else in the region. In short, these two cities were as southern as any two northern cities would ever be. 

Given all these similarities, the differences in how migrant communities developed in the two cities was startling. For both blacks and whites alike, Cincinnati was the portrait of successful migrant organizing. Southern whites in Cincinnati were extremely politically active, with interest groups and a political visibility unrivalled throughout the North. As in many cities, the migrants frequented certain churches, bars, and factories. But in Cincinnati, the southerners developed vibrant self-help organizations and even migrant-based activist groups, several of which exist to this day. Taking cues from southern African-American organizers, southern whites in Cincinnati fought for specialized schools, community outreach programs, and ultimately gained fully-recognized minority status by the city--no small feat in the heady days of the early Civil Rights Movement. In Indianapolis, on the other hand, southern whites seemed to be invisible in almost every way. Despite their numbers, southerners were a non-issue in local politics. Migrant organizers from other cities occasionally tried to rally the troops in Indianapolis, but always to no avail. (17) 

There were a number of reasons for these differences between the two cities. For one, the political cultures of the two cities had been different over the years. Cincinnati had a long history of migrant organizing. After international immigrants and African-Americans had so ably laid a firm groundwork, it was not entirely surprising that southern whites would assume the mantle of the newest ethnic group. Indeed, in the 1950s and 1960s, Cincinnati's nascent southern white community often explicitly modeled their goals and techniques on the standard set by the local African-American community. Southern white migrants in Indianapolis did not have such a rich tradition to draw upon. In Indianapolis, frequently referred to by early-twentieth century boosters as "the 100% American City," strong ethnic group formation had never been a particularly prominent part of local political culture. African-American migrants in particular had always fought an uphill battle there. In the mid-1920s, Indianapolis was literally run by Ku Klux Klansmen. Nevertheless, local African-Americans did make many important gains in post-war Indianapolis. But they did so in fits and starts, constantly fighting a defensive battle against more conservative elements in the community and a particularly non-receptive city government. The two cities' divergent political cultures certainly played a role in southern white migrants' organizing experiences. (18) 

The difference in the development of the two cities' migrant communities was not only about politics; it was also about migration patterns. Most of Indianapolis's migrants came from an area of western Kentucky and Tennessee marked by its economic growth in the 1950-1970 period. The main sending regions of the Indianapolis migration were going through an urbanization that was typical throughout the South. The key sending towns in the Indianapolis migration had major population gains in the 1960-70 period. (19) On the whole, people in these areas left their homes not because of a general economic decline, but because of a specific decline in farming opportunities. In many cases, migrants leaving rural areas surrounding these towns could simply move to the nearby town and seek new opportunities there. Moving far away to a larger city such as Indianapolis was a possibility, but it was often one among many. Cincinnati-bound migrants from the Appalachian coalfields of southeastern Kentucky, on the other hand, had almost no opportunities nearby. The most represented hometowns among Cincinnati migrants saw massive population losses in the mid-twentieth century; sometimes towns disappeared altogether. (20) Southerners in Cincinnati could go home to visit--and they did so with remarkable frequency--but the southeastern Kentucky coalfields they had come from offered virtually no jobs and no permanent future during the 1950s and 1960s. 

Focusing only on Kentucky, Figures 2 and 3 show what this difference meant in terms of relative rates of return migration to western Kentucky and eastern Kentucky points-of-origin. For the years 1955-60 and 1965-70, respectively, Figures 2 and 3 show rates of "flux" between Kentucky sub-regions and the North; that is, migrants who came from the North as a proportion of migrants who went to the North. Flux rates of 131% in western Kentucky mean that about one-third more people were moving from the North to this area than were moving from this area to the North. Flux rates of 49% in southeastern Kentucky mean that about two people were leaving this region for the North for every one who came there from the North. On the whole, these rates of flux suggest much higher rates of return migration to the prosperous regions of western Kentucky (which fed the migration to Indianapolis) and much lower rates of return migration to the Appalachian coalfields of eastern Kentucky (which fed the migration to Cincinnati). 
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Understanding the relationship between return moves and migrant community formation in these two cities offers insights on the meaning the return migration that accompanies almost all mass population movements. The voices of local residents and the migrants themselves speak to the salience of these patterns within the two cities. In Indianapolis, everyone seemed to note how transient the migrants were during the 1950s and 1960s. Neighbors, coworkers, employers, and even the migrants themselves pointed it out. One long-term resident of Indianapolis's Stringtown neighborhood (a heavily southern area) said of the southerners in 1976 that, 

  they never stay, they're never here more than a year.... It's not like 

  they've heard this was a desirable place to live or anything. They 

  find cheap rental property, and they come and stay for a while. (21) 

An oral history project conducted in 1982 contained similar references. Fairly representative among them were the comments of a resident who described the changing neighborhood in the following terms, 

  what we're getting in here now is two things: rednecks and blacks ... 

  We have so many hillbillies. This has become a place where they get 

  work, and they're very transient, and they don't care for their 

  property. (22) 

Migration scholars know all too well that locals' views of migrants cannot always be taken at face value. Locals often accuse migrants of upsetting the community, even in cases when the migrants have every intention of staying put in a neighborhood. Even in the best situations, a migrant-dense neighborhood can seem to be a very disorganized place. 

What stands out about descriptions of the Indianapolis migrants is not just that the southerners were transient, however, but that there was a particular seasonal pattern to their transience. For instance, one Indianapolis resident questioned in 1976 noted an annual pattern in of southern whites' moves. She said, 

  In the last, well, I'd say since the Korean War--since the fifties, 

  there have been some hillbillies, and we'd almost count on them.... 

  They would come in when schools started in Kentucky, which wasn't 

  until mid-October and they would leave early for Christmas vacation 

  and come back late from Christmas vacation and leave early before 

  Memorial Day when school was out in Kentucky. And they came up here 

  to work in the winters and they went down there for the summers. (23) 

More importantly than any coincidence with the 1950s Kentucky school year, the pattern this observer described corresponds with the peak labor demands of the corn and tobacco harvests of western Kentucky, where most Indianapolis-bound migrants began their journey. Others noted a similarly seasonal pattern to the move. Reverend Karl McClure worked as a pastor in Indianapolis's southeast neighborhoods from the early 1970s through the 1990s, and he also noticed a pattern to southerners' supposed transience. Interviewed in 1995, he recalled, 

  When I first started here in '72 there were hordes of people still 

  coming into the area.... It was common for these people to consider 

  themselves to be Kentuckians or Tennesseans or whatever. As one fellow 

  told me one day when I asked him what his occupation was, he says, 

  "I'm a farmer," and I chuckled and I said "right here in the middle of 

  Indianapolis?," and he says, "no in Kentucky." ... I said "what do 

  your raise?" and he said "oh, a little tobacco, corn, hogs, a few 

  chickens." And the longer he talked, the more I realized that this guy 

  farms on the weekend, has a neighbor who lives in Kentucky and looks 

  after whatever has to be done in the in between times. And when Friday 

  evening comes he's headed for Kentucky, and comes back here late 

  Sunday night or early Monday morning, and he can't wait to get back to 

  farming. He had a good job at International Harvester. He lived where 

  he could get a room by the week, and he was doing what he had to do to 

  make enough to live, but farming was his occupation. And that was true 

  of an awful lot of them. (24) 

In this way, the apparent transience of white southerners in Indianapolis was in many cases quite the opposite: migrants' frequent movement into and out of Indianapolis resulted from an over-riding desire to stay "rooted" down in Kentucky. 

Co-workers and employers noted the same pattern of the Indianapolis migrants. Lawrence Brookins, an African-American migrant who worked in Indianapolis's Union Carbide plant in the 1950s remembered how, 

  The blacks were, they made the money, but the problem was that a lot 

  of those people that were there were farmers. So, what they could do, 

  they could take off during the spring of the year and plant their 

  crops, and then take off in fall to harvest the crops ... they were 

  white men. (25) 

Brookins was not simply making an idle observation. In the same interview he went on to explain how the white farmers were not only allowed to leave and return every season--they were allowed to do so while retaining full seniority. Southern whites' tendency to come and go as they please was also troubling to managers. Transiency represented lost training costs, and many employers were quick to associate transiency with rural southerners. This seems to have been particularly true in Indianapolis, where numerous observers noted the high likelihood that southern white migrants would leave the city and return home to Kentucky and Tennessee farms for good. A manager from an Indianapolis rubber products recalled of southern whites how, 

  they're apt to leave if anyone gets sick back in Tennessee, or if the 

  weather gets nice they want to take off and go fishing. They aren't 

  quite as reliable. If I find out a guy is from Kentucky, the first 

  thing I ask him is whether he has come up here alone or whether he has 

  kin or friends in town. If he comes up here alone it's a good bet he 

  won't stay six months. I just won't hire a man like that because he 

  won't stay. He gets lonely and homesick up here and first thing you 

  know he's gone. (26) 

Furthermore, it was not just those who resented the migrants who noticed the seasonal pattern to their movement. Sympathetic observers noticed, too. A document produced by a local southside community organization in 1974 tellingly read, "unsatisfied with the homes in which they lived or with the jobs they could find, many moved from one area of the city to another, or back and forth ... to their old home in the hills ... Such transiency has made it difficult for a family to identify itself with a neighborhood and to make it a home." (27) In this way, the transience of the southern white population in Indianapolis helps explain why migrants never organized the way they did in other midwestern cities such as Cincinnati. 

The southern white move to Cincinnati took on a very different tone. The tendency of southern white migrants to move to Cincinnati and stay there was evident to migrants and locals alike. In great contrast with factory foremen and managers in Indianapolis, for instance, one personnel manager from a Cincinnati furniture company even pointed to southern migrants' ability to stay put and hold a job as one of their strengths as employees. Interviewed in 1975, he recalled, "our attrition rate was next to nothing with the Appalachians. At one point we had as many as one-third of our people who couldn't read or write. Where else could they get a job?" (28) Evidently he did not share the Indianapolis personnel managers' concerns about southern employees moving back to their homes in Kentucky. 

The relatively low rates of return to Appalachian areas such as southeastern Kentucky conditioned the Cincinnati-bound migrants' perceptions of both their new homes in the North as well as their old homes in Kentucky. Many migrants from the eastern Kentucky coalfields recalled how their hometowns seemed abandoned, or literally longer existed in any sense. Jerrald Robertson moved to Cincinnati from Webb's Crossroads, Kentucky in the late 1940s. He said of his home that, 

  I was born in a two room, I guess you'd call it a shack.... Ten years 

  afterwards I was there and looked at it and had a hard time believing 

  anyone had ever lived there. (29) 

Will Pennington had a similarly bittersweet homecoming experience in the 1960s. Pennington was originally from the small farming and coal-mining town of Hooker, Kentucky, six miles from the town of Manchester. He moved to Cincinnati in 1953. Questioned in his Cincinnati home in 1975, he stated, 

  I was actually born in a log cabin. And that cabin was standing until 

  about six years ago, when they came in there and strip-mined the area 

  and the leveled it all. You wouldn't even recognize where I lived. 

  They completely leveled it off and it's a big old bottom.... They just 

  filled everything up. (30) 

Hilton Garrett, a former coal miner, recalled how the southeastern Kentucky town of Wheelwright had changed over the years when he was interviewed in 1974, 

  at one time, we had just about everything here that they could have 

  back in these coal fields. We had filling stations, we had shoe shops, 

  we had the fountain over there, big bath house right down there. Now 

  we ain't got none of that. Now it's altogether different.... A 

  youngster grows up here, has got to go somewhere. There's nothing 

  left. Whenever they pulled that railroad out, they pulled that track 

  out. And when they moved that tipple and converted this mine, when 

  they handed over to this machine work, it's been going down ever 

  since. Just like them other coal camps down here. Right Beaver, 

  Wayland, and Garrett, you know. Jenkins was the same way. All the coal 

  camps has gone down. (31) 

Of the Floyd County towns listed here, only Wheelwright and Garrett were even recognized as "places" by the Census Bureau in 1990 (a "place" is the Census Bureau's most inclusive definition of any type of settlement). At that time neither was large enough to be considered a town. 

The history of these four towns the miner mentioned, all on a branch line of the C & O Railroad, is illustrative of the rise and fall of many small coal towns in southeastern Kentucky. All the towns show up on the census books for the first time between 1900-1920, at which time their populations ranged from 506 in Wheelwright to 1,362 in Wayland. The next three decades were good to these towns. Wayland's population peaked at 2,436 in 1930, when its population had even surpassed that of Prestonsburg, the county seat, which was more than one-hundred years old at that time. Wheelwright's population crested at 2,027 in 1940 and held steady there through 1950. Between 1950 and 1970, however, the coal-mining jobs left these towns as abruptly as they had arrived several decades before. Between 1960 and 1970 alone, Wheelwright's population decreased by 48%; Wayland's population decreased by 71%. The Floyd county town of Beaver no longer existed in any sense. (32) 

Many southerners in Cincinnati came to share this common background that on the one hand represented a passionate point of heritage and identity, but on the other hand was a place to which they stood very little chance of returning for good, except perhaps upon retirement. Becky Sebastian moved to Cincinnati from Breathitt County, Kentucky, in the 1950s. Looking back on her family's move, she remembered, "It wouldn't have been a question--if my dad could have made a living in Breathitt County, we would never have left." (33) Bill Herald, another Breathitt County migrant who left for Cincinnati in the early 1960s stated, 

  I think if I could have gone to Jackson [the largest town in 

  Breathitt County] and got a job and made a living, I probably--well-- 

  it's hard for me to even visualize, because it wasn't there, and you 

  knew it wasn't going to be there. It never really entered my mind. 

  But I knew I could come here and have something more than I had at 

  home. I knew I couldn't have nothing there, no matter how hard I 

  worked. You got out of grade school and headed north. It was kind of 

  like you couldn't wait to get old enough to get a job. You was looking 

  for the job, nothing else. It didn't really matter too much where you 

  went. (34) 

In this way, many southeastern Kentuckians' move to Cincinnati was comparable to other southerners' local moves to nearby towns and cities in the South--it was a necessary first step away from rural life. 

People did stay in southeastern Kentucky, of course, and some were part of the small counterstream back to the area. Jerrald Robertson's family briefly moved back to southeastern Kentucky in the late 1950s. After several years in Cincinnati, Robertson remembered how, 

  my dad decided he was going to move back to Kentucky, which we did for 

  about a year, and I had the experience of attending a one-room 

  schoolhouse.... We lived in my grandparents' old house, which was not 

  modern--we didn't have running water, didn't have electricity. 

They returned to Cincinnati after only a year. Robertson recalled that, "Looking back I kind of wonder why they left Kentucky after just a year.... I guess my mother must've kind of convinced him, because he couldn't make a living there I'm sure." (35) 

Even when migrants realized that there was no reliable way to make a living back home, many planned an ultimate return for retirement. Frances Martin and her husband moved to Cincinnati from the coal-mining town of Williamsburg, Kentucky in 1951. Reflecting on her move, she stated, 

  Well, I didn't like it, but we found work here. If I wasn't working 

  here I'd be right down in the country where my mother is.... Yeah, to 

  me that's my home. If I stay able to work and I retire I'll probably 

  go back there and make it my home. (36) 

Charlene Ledbetter Dalton moved from Harlan, Kentucky in 1948, and in 1995 she was still plotting an eventual return for herself and her husband Ray (a Jackson County native), 

  Ray is younger than I am, but I know that's his dream to go back and 

  to have a place there. He really loves it there. He was raised there. 

  And his reason for coming here was the same reason as my family's, in 

  a way, you know, work, lack of work. We go down, and there's a lack of 

  work there yet. And there's still houses that need rebuilt. There's 

  houses, believe it or not, that you still have to haul water to. My 

  life is here, my kids, all but one, are here. But yeah, there'll be a 

  day when I'll go back. It won't be to Harlan, it'll probably be 

  Jackson County. 

Even after almost five decades in Cincinnati, Dalton believed she and many like her would eventually return. In her words, "most Kentucky people want to go back, because they've got something nobody else has." (37) 

Conclusion 

The history of the southern white migration to Cincinnati and Indianapolis reveals much about the meaning of return migration in the larger southern exodus. The Great Migration contained a strong and significant counterstream long before the heralded turnaround of the 1970s, particularly for southern whites. The return movers were relatively well-off, and their southern destinations were reflective of an ambitious group targeting the more prosperous areas of the South. While southern whites as a whole had a very high rate of return, the return migration was far from uniform across the North. Drawing on southerners from a particularly prosperous area, the migrant stream to Indianapolis was characterized by a fluidity that the migration studies literature suggests was common among internal migrations. Southern white migrants to Cincinnati, on the other hand, came from one of the most impoverished areas in the nation. As such, Cincinnati's southern whites displayed a tendency to stay put, largely choosing life in the North over a highly questionable economic future at home. 

The case of return migrants in the Great Migration also speaks to the more general relationship between return migration and community formation. Even in a relatively short-distance internal movement such as the Great Migration, the incidence and impact of return migration were highly variable. As is often the case, migration streams in the Great Migration were localized, and some home regions had a stronger pull on potential return migrants than others. Future studies should be cautious about characterizing the frequency of return among particular migrant groups. Rather than a broad cultural characteristic that can be ascribed to entire ethnic or national groups, the tendency towards return migration is best understood in terms of a particular localized migration stream. 

Finally, the case of the Great Migration affirms that patterns in return migration have real implications for all migrants' lives. In 1973, as the Great Migration was beginning to wane, the Cincinnati City Council voted to include "Appalachians" as a protected group on par with women and African-Americans in all internal affirmative action documents and policies. Following the lead of the local African-American community (which was largely southern too), numerous Appalachian-based organizations contributed to this broad-based effort. As recently as 1992, the Cincinnati City Council passed an ordinance prohibiting discrimination in housing, employment and public accommodations "based on race, sex, sexual orientation, marital status, Appalachian origin or disability." (38) While Cincinnati's southern migrants drew on their common sense of exile to build a vocal migrant community, similar groups and ordinances were unheard of in Indianapolis. As the two cases together make clear, however, Indianapolis's low degree of formal community development should not be seen as a failure of the migrants to organize. Understood in terms of the patterns followed by so many of Indianapolis's southern migrants, the lack of community made good sense. Many of the Indianapolis migrants were working hard to maintain ties and put down roots at home. The difference was that, for them, "home" was in the South. 

Table 1 Occupational distribution of southern-born whites aged 18-60 

living outside the South in 1965, by future return migration status and 

sex 

                                    Men 

                        Would remain   Would move 

                        outside the    back to the 

                        South in 1970  South by 1970 

Occupation in 1965 

Professional/technical      19%          27% 

Clerical/sales              10%          11% 

Blue collar                 63%          54% 

Service/farm                 8%           7% 

Total                      100%         100% 

(N)                     (8,437)        (783) 

                                    Women 

                        Would remain   Would move 

                        outside the    back to the 

                        South in 1970  South by 1970 

Occupation in 1965 

Professional/technical      17%          26% 

Clerical/sales              35%          36% 

Blue collar                 28%          18% 

Service/farm                20%          21% 

Total                      100%         100% 

(N)                     (4,199)        (393) 

Source: Integrated Public Use Microdata Series files (IPUMS), 1970 Form 

1 State sample. 

Note: Occupational categories derived from the IPUMS OCC5YR95 variable 

("Occupation 5 years ago, 1950 basis) 
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Southerners, by Chad Berry  

Although the Great Migration of African Americans to the North is generally more widely known, white southerners also left in droves between World War I and the 1970s. Chicago and other Midwest locales—both urban and rural—provided destinations for most Appalachian migrants, estimated at approximately 3.2 million between 1940 and 1970. 
Like many other American migrants and also like foreign immigrants, white southerners moved partly in response to changes in labor markets. As first World War I and then national policy halted immigration, personnel managers in Chicago eagerly invited upland southerners, who had empty stomachs and pocketbooks but strong backs. Mine operators used their profits from World War II to mechanize, leaving thousands of unemployed and underemployed miners. Harlan County, Kentucky, lost one-third of its population—more than 24,000 people—between 1940 and 1960. 

Although migration ebbed and flowed with the health of the economy, white southern newcomers found it easier to find jobs than to forget home. As a result, migrants sojourned for years, frequently refusing, unlike African Americans, to move permanently. Harsh Chicago winters were always difficult, and winter factory slowdowns only clinched the decision to return south frequently. Many migrants who wintered in Chicago returned south in the spring to put in a crop and come back after harvest. In Uptown, home to a particularly large community of Appalachian migrants, school attendance among southern migrant children in the 1950s was highest in November and lowest in April. 

Perhaps because white southerners were reluctant to view Chicago as a permanent home, some were apparently willing to tolerate what other Chicagoans considered deplorable living conditions. During the 1960s, as a stagnating economy prevented newcomers from passing through port-of-entry communities and into more stable ones as had their predecessors, attention on the “hillbilly problem” increased, especially in Uptown. 

Their ambivalence about a permanent move also meant that southern white migrants planted their culture in Chicago only gradually. But over time music and churches sprouted in the North. Taverns in Uptown and in the 3000 block of West Madison Street advertised “LIVE HILLBILLY MUSIC” in neon, while WLS broadcast the new music across the airwaves. Meanwhile, other migrants began organizing southern churches in the city. Chicago in 1950 had 9 Southern Baptist Convention churches; nine years later, there were more than 70. 

But if southern Appalachian migrants received attention—and scorn—in the media, census data reveal that between 1955 and 1960, almost twice the number of people left western Tennessee than eastern Tennessee, most of them bound for Chicago. Migration was not a hegira from the hills but rather from the upland South. 

Census data also demonstrate that white southern migrants to Chicago and other Midwestern destinations enjoyed household incomes that were just slightly less than those of native white Midwesterners. By the 1980s, retiring migrants were faced with another decision, whether to live out the winter of their lives in the North or return to their southern home. For many, the choice was difficult. 

Chad Berry

