Straw Hat Riots of 1922 in New York City

This little-known part of American history happened around fashion in New York City. By 1900, men were wearing straw hats at boating events. The hats were called boaters. The straw hat was breathable on the head, allowing air to flow through it during the summer months. Soon, the practice of wearing straw hats became acceptable in the summer months with any attire until the end of summer, which ended in late September. The fashion date for the last day to wear the straw hat was Sept. 15, when men would return to felt and silk hats for winter wear.

Summer months end between Sept. 22 and Sept. 23. The fashion date of Sept. 15 was set for whatever reason as the last date to wear a straw hat. Anyone one caught wearing a straw hat after that date was subject to having his straw hat snatched from his head and stepped on in the street. 

By 1922, the practice was so common that newspapers carried warning articles on the subject of street urchins grabbing the hats and causing fights. It may have started on Wall Street, with brokers grabbing each other’s straw hats and crushing them in gentlemanly fun. The practice moved to the streets, and the youth began spreading the practice to the general public. Newspapers began warning their customers of the approaching date.

Then on Sept. 13, 1922, some youths wanted to get a jump- start on the practice. They grabbed the hats of some factory workers at first and then tried the same to some dockworkers, which resulted in a brawl and the police being called to break up the fighting that blocked traffic on the Manhattan Bridge, with a few participants arrested. That night, the youths returned in numbers with weapons and on the prowl, looking for targets. They grabbed straw hats and beat those that resisted. This turned into three days of rioting, with several being hospitalized and dozens arrested. Many of those arrested were under 15 years old and were given a fine and released. The longest sentence was for three days in jail. Hat stores profited and stayed open late to sell hats.

The practice continued into the 1930s. In 1924, a man was killed in a riot. The panama hat replaced the straw hat as the latest style for men’s headgear!
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