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Introduction

Histories of Racism and Resistance, Seen and Unseen: How and 
Why to Think about the Jim Crow North

Brian Purnell and Jeanne Theoharis

In my travels in the North I was increasingly becoming dis-
illusioned with the power structures there. . . . Many of them 
sat on platforms with all their imposing regalia of office to 
welcome me to their cities and showered praise on the hero-
ism of Southern Negroes. Yet when the issues were joined 
concerning local conditions only the language was polite; 
the rejection was firm and unequivocal.1
— Martin Luther King Jr., November 1965

The concentration upon the South . . . should not lead to the 
inference that the attitudes and policies described here were 
peculiar to the South. Indeed, if there were time and space, 
it would be a simple matter to point out the many parallel 
lines of prejudice and discrimination against the Negro in 
the North, prejudice that often worked as great a hardship 
upon the race as it did in the South.2
— C. Vann Woodward, 1955

Americans have been taught that Jim Crow’s history lies in the South. 
The story begins in the 1880s and 1890s, when southern states, faced 
with interracial democracies that Reconstruction created, rewrote their 
constitutions to eliminate black people from civic life. “We came here 
to exclude the Negro,” one Mississippi politician explained at the state’s 
constitution convention in 1890. “Nothing short of this will answer.”3 
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Racially segregated schools, voter registrar hours, buses, lunch coun-
ters, water fountains, hospitals, factories— even separate Bibles to swear 
upon, gallows to hang from, and, at least in Louisiana, asylums for blind 
people— followed.4 By the turn of the century, these laws entrenched 
segregation across the South. The Supreme Court of the United States 
sanctioned these laws. Terrorist violence punished dissidents who 
opposed, or resisted, the new racial order.5

The North, as the story goes, frowned upon the South’s peculiarities, 
but turned a blind eye to that region’s Jim Crow injustices; while imper-
fect, its own systems were open to change and racial progress. Coura-
geous opponents of southern Jim Crow began to rise up against racism 
and white supremacy in the 1930s and 1940s, but it was not until the 
1950s and 1960s that an intrepid movement of black people across the 
South, with help from northern black people, reached a crescendo. Thus 
began the heroic civil rights movement history that many Americans 
learn about in school. Southern blacks, with the help of a sympathetic 
media and northern white liberals, challenged racial segregation through 
a mass struggle, and the nation overthrew Jim Crow segregation. Amid 
these victories, in the late 1960s, northern black people, frustrated by 
their own lack of progress and supposedly lacking the community val-
ues and institutions that had undergirded the southern struggle, erupted 
in riots across the urban North. Popular narratives, student textbooks, 
Hollywood dramas, and documentaries tell this moving history of a tri-
umphant southern movement and its northern demise.6

The Strange Careers of the Jim Crow North tells different stories, seek-
ing to reshape that dominant narrative. The essays in this volume shift 
our attention to histories of entrenched, endemic racism outside the 
South. In the liberal North, legal systems supported, and hid, practices 
of racial segregation. Robust fights against racism unfolded. People who 
dissented against the racial system were dismissed, disparaged, patron-
ized, and punished. This anthology is part of a growing academic field 
that highlights the long history of northern racism and social move-
ments that challenged northern racial discrimination and segregation.7 
Yet, in popular memory, in national celebration, and even within parts 
of the historical profession, the southern narrative dominates the way we 
remember the era. The legacies of the Jim Crow North continue to influ-
ence contemporary political and social arenas, such as policing, housing, 
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education, and employment, but Americans know little about this his-
tory. The southern story continues to hold sway, in part because it makes 
racism a regional malady rather than a national cancer, expressed in 
violence and epithets rather than policy imperatives and political sway. 
A moving tale of good guys, bad guys, and successful endings, the popu-
lar story of Jim Crow and its defeat resounds as proof of the courage of 
individual Americans and the strength of U.S. democracy.

What we do know about the North, we do not associate with the term 
“Jim Crow.” Northern black activists, however, used this terminology 
regularly, and they repeatedly made comparisons to the South to dis-
rupt the national tendency to see systematized racism only as a regional 
issue. Extending into every region, state, and community, Jim Crow was 
a crucial feature of national life. Its “strange careers” outside of the South 
need fuller incorporation in histories of the United States during the 
twentieth century.8

Jim Crow began in the North, not the South. Long before the Civil 
War, northern states like New York, Massachusetts, Michigan, New Jer-
sey, Ohio, and Pennsylvania had legal codes that promoted black peo-
ple’s racial segregation and political disenfranchisement. While these 
northern Jim Crow laws predated the South’s, these racial systems never 
dominated or defined the region in a uniform way. Throughout the 
nineteenth century, black and white abolitionists and free black activists 
challenged the North’s Jim Crow practices, won some victories, waged 
war against slavery in the South and the North, and even changed some 
of the North’s racist laws in housing, voting, education, and marriage. 
Nonetheless, northerners wove Jim Crow racism into the fabric of their 
social, political, and economic life in ways that shaped the history of 
the region, and the entire nation. Jim Crow, outside of the South, coex-
isted, even thrived, alongside efforts to reform its worst manifestations 
in social and political life. This characteristic distinguished it from its 
southern version. A commonplace saying captured the two Jim Crows 
perfectly: in the South, black people could get close to white people, so 
long as they did not become too “uppity” by advocating for their social, 
political, or economic equality with whites. In the North, black people 
could get as “uppity” as they want— they could run successful businesses, 
consume luxury goods, and sit next to white people on the bus— so long 
as they did not try to get too close to whites, as their neighbors, sexual 
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partners, classmates, or union brothers. This aphorism’s wisdom recog-
nizes that Jim Crow, whether in the North or in the South, demanded 
that black people remain in their “place.” The essays in this volume re-
veal this history of northern systems of racial segregation, as well as the 
resistance people mounted against them.9

Northerners sowed the nation’s social soil with seeds of modern racism 
during the seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth cen-
turies. But the Jim Crow North metastasized during the mid- twentieth 
century. Black migration to northern metropolises increased while the 
New Deal expanded new forms of racialized citizenship. Over the course 
of the twentieth century, laws and policies cemented Jim Crow in north-
ern housing, employment, education, and law- enforcement systems.10 
Six million black people moved north and west between 1910 and 1970, 
seeking jobs, desiring education for their children, and fleeing racial ter-
rorism. Some industrial jobs opened up for black workers. Everyday life 
in the North was different compared to the South. Blacks did not have 
to step off the sidewalk to let whites pass. Black citizens in the North in 
many places could vote. Public transportation was not, as a rule, segre-
gated. We agree with other historians who have argued that “in some 
respects, the South did seem distinctive in privileging white supremacy,” 
but we also argue that historical narratives of the Great Migration have 
tended to obscure the entrenched realities of northern racism.11

An ideology that dated to the years before the Civil War framed the 
North as a “promised land.” Rather than their own Canaan, a more apt 
metaphor, to use historian Vincent Harding’s framing, was that black 
migrants found Pharaoh on both sides of the river.12 The millions of 
black people who fled to the North attest to their hopefulness that this 
region would serve them better than their homeland in the South, but 
they did not escape American racism. Instead, they found a different 
form of it. Rosa Parks, who was forced to leave Montgomery in 1957 and 
settled in Detroit, called it the “Northern promised land that wasn’t.”13 
Malcolm X, one of the greatest orator- theorists on the Jim Crow North, 
used the symbol of a predatory, straightforward wolf to represent south-
ern racism and a sly, conniving fox to illustrate the trickiness of north-
ern racism.14

New Deal policies, combined with white Americans’ growing appre-
hension towards the migrants, created a raw deal for the country’s black 
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people. Despite the ability of northern African Americans— in Chi-
cago and Detroit— to elect black people to local offices as early as the 
late nineteenth century, and to the U.S. Congress during the 1930s, and 
despite the temporary relief the New Deal brought to the catastrophes 
blacks suffered during the Great Depression, public policies, from the 
Wagner Act to the 1935 Social Security Act to the Home Owners’ Loan 
Corporation, wrote racial inequity and segregation into policy.15 And 
the black vote was often gerrymandered and diluted, making black po-
litical power in the North elusive.16  Faced with these new realities, black 
people relentlessly and repeatedly challenged northern racism. A major 
theme of this anthology concerns the way Jim Crow racism in northern 
life produced longstanding, multifaceted social movements that theo-
rized, unveiled, and opposed northern forms of racial discrimination at 
their most systematic institutional and cultural levels.

A close examination of the history of the Jim Crow North demonstrates 
how racial discrimination and segregation operated as a system, upheld by 
criminal and civil courts, police departments, public policies, and govern-
ment bureaucracies. Judges, police officers, school board officials, PTAs, 
taxpayer groups, zoning board bureaucrats, urban realtors and housing 
developers, mortgage underwriters, and urban renewal policy makers 
created and maintained the Jim Crow North. There did not need to be a 
“no coloreds” sign for hotels, restaurants, pools, parks, housing complexes, 
schools, and jobs to be segregated across the North as well.

Northerners who resisted desegregation took many forms. From the 
Northeast to the West Coast, some northern whites screamed “nigger” 
and “monkey” and “Go Back to Africa.” They posted signs reading “We 
want white tenants in our white community,” threw bananas and bot-
tles, and used violence against black people who attempted to move into 
“their” neighborhoods or schools. Nonviolent protests in the summer of 
1963 urging White Castle in the Bronx to hire more black people were 
met with Confederate flags, KKK hoods, and racist epithets.17  Following 
years of open housing advocacy in Milwaukee, a 1967 open housing march 
over the Sixteenth Street viaduct connecting the black North Side with 
white working- class Southside was attacked by a white mob spewing ra-
cial slurs; as historian Patrick Jones details, black and white Milwaukeeans 
then marched for two hundred consecutive nights and were consistently 
met with mobs of white people and regular appearances of the KKK and 
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neo- Nazis, along with an intractable city leadership.18  In Hartford, white 
activist Ned Coll and groups of schoolchildren attempting to desegregate 
Connecticut’s beautiful beaches found “closed gates, slammed doors and 
threats of arrest,” according to historian Andrew Kahrl.19 

George Wallace, one of the most iconic figures of the Jim Crow South, 
found ample support in the North as well. When Wallace blocked the 
University of Alabama door in 1963, more than one hundred thousand 
letters streamed in from all over the country applauding his actions. 
“They all hate black people,” Wallace realized. “All of them. They’re all 
afraid, all of them. . . . The whole United States is Southern.”20  In 1968, 
when Wallace ran for president, he drew support in the Northeast and 
Midwest away from Hubert Humphrey and turned out overflow crowds 
from Boston to Madison Square Garden in what historian Dan Carter 
describes as “the largest political rally held in New York City since 
Franklin Roosevelt.”21

But many northerners kept their distance from such tactics, deploring 
such hate- filled rhetoric and violence. At the same time, they employed 
the levers of policy, law, and bureaucracy to maintain segregation and 
racial privilege. Countless everyday actions, municipal, state, and federal 
policies, legal decisions, and byzantine bureaucracies created the scaf-
folding for a northern Jim Crow system that hid in plain sight. Northern 
Jim Crow practices often unfolded through so- called color- blind ide-
ologies. The context of twentieth- century liberalism distinguished the 
Jim Crow North from the Jim Crow South. Northern Jim Crow evolved, 
in part, through New Deal and Great Society liberalism. Explanations 
for racial differences were rooted in arguments about culture and be-
havior, not biology. Claims to taxpayer rights, law and order, and anti- 
busing, not states’ rights, became ideological rationales for hardening 
racial inequality within northern liberal societies. Black activists labored 
throughout the twentieth century to unmask and challenge these modes 
of Jim Crow ideology.

Defenders of the Jim Crow South often hid behind a brand of con-
servatism that they claimed reflected the rights of states to determine 
their own laws, and of individuals to choose their own social equals, 
because separation of the races, they believed, was good for individuals 
and society. Beyond the social order, defenders of southern Jim Crow 
sometimes argued that racial separation reflected the will of a Chris-
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tian God who predetermined different social castes through biological 
distinctions. Many who believed in the rightness of Jim Crow in the 
South argued that criticisms of their ways of life only came from ille-
gitimate, outside agitators— Communists, Jews, and uppity northern 
blacks— who riled up southern- born Negroes and sowed trouble where 
none existed. Still, other southerners who lacked overt racial animus felt 
afraid of racial integration, especially in public schools, or saw a need 
to balance the interests of emerging civil rights groups with those of 
White Citizens Councils. In truth, there was no single, unified way that 
American southerners thought about, or fought to protect, racial seg-
regation.22 The idea that all southerners were white, or that all whites 
in the South were inveterate racists, is as much of a myth as the idea 
that all whites in the North were liberal, or that all liberals in the North 
were not racist. Seeing clearly the history of Jim Crow in the North not 
only helps Americans think differently about the North but also helps 
them to reconsider one- dimensional understandings of the South and 
southerners.

Through its promotion of universal affluence and social stability 
through individuals’ industry, market economies, and democratic politi-
cal systems, northern liberalism rejected southern defenses of their Jim 
Crow societies, but these northern attacks against the South’s racial sys-
tem regularly ignored the racism that defined the North. Defenders of 
the Jim Crow North relied upon color- blind ideology and notions of the 
North as a meritocracy to explain how and why pervasive inequality in 
their society mapped, almost perfectly, onto patterns of race and class. The 
same ideas they used to take down the South’s brand of Jim Crow became 
ones that masked and perpetuated the Jim Crow North. They created and 
maintained a system of racial inequality— all the while denying it was a 
system. The South learned from this. Many of the hallmarks of the Jim 
Crow North were taken up in the South in the late twentieth century.23

The New Deal and the Fair Deal opened some doors for black citi-
zens, but they also embedded segregation in federal policy, and widened 
opportunity gaps. On top of that, expansions of putatively universal citi-
zenship entitlements passed during this era made color- blind explana-
tions for racial inequity a hallmark of mid- twentieth- century liberalism. 
Color- blindness blamed social inequality and lack of access on the mo-
tivations, choices, and culture of the individual, not on systems, insti-
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tutions, or power structures. Northern liberals upheld the pretense of 
meritocracy while hording resources, power, and affluence in housing, 
schools, and city services. Defenders of the Jim Crow North turned the 
problem back onto black people: What do you mean we are racist? Prove 
it. We don’t see race. Our policies are color- blind. Why are you so angry? 
You’re the racist because you obsess over race. Such approaches made rac-
ism outside of the South harder to see.

Theories of a “culture of poverty” became the most effective way 
northerners justified their segregation. According to this theory, when 
faced with the structural inequities of northern cities and untethered 
from the religion, community institutions, and kinship that had char-
acterized southern black life, northern black people developed a set of 
cultural behaviors and practices that impeded their economic and edu-
cational success.24 Politically, they grew alienated and angry, unable to 
sustain movements and organizations like their southern brethren, and 
erupting in riots to express their disaffection. Such “cultural” arguments 
developed a powerful grip on northern journalists, scholars, and policy 
makers by affirming meritocracy, acknowledging structural inequality, 
and positing that the greatest barriers blacks now faced stemmed from 
their own behaviors, family structures, and cultural norms. Black behav-
ior, not the social systems of racism, and racist northerners, became the 
focus for change. Thus black people bore the burden of fixing massive 
social inequities through their own individual efforts.

The national media, based largely in the North, maintained the myth-
ologies that justified the Jim Crow North. By the 1960s, many national 
news sources had turned their attention to racism and struggle in the 
South. At the same time, they promoted ideologies of black people in the 
North as criminal and pathological and devoted much of their attention 
to in- depth stories plumbing life in the “ghetto.” Newspapers refrained 
from sustained coverage of northern racism as racism and often treated 
black activism in the North as deviant, disruptive, and irrelevant. They 
undercovered local movements and overcovered uprisings. This journal-
ism largely framed the nation’s real racial problem, and noble struggle 
against it, as southern.

Given the centrality of “culture of poverty” justifications for mask-
ing and enabling northern inequality, black freedom movement activists 
and intellectuals attacked those analytical frameworks. Challenging the 
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myth that they lived in a color- blind world based on merit, the activ-
ists described in this book rejected the widespread argument that rac-
ism and segregation in the Jim Crow North was an anomalous accident 
transplanted from the South or that black behaviors and values were pri-
marily what held black people back. Too much evidence from their lives 
communicated otherwise. Black activism thus becomes the chief histori-
cal lens through which to see the complexity of the Jim Crow North.

Building on two decades of scholarship, the essays in this book make 
three related interventions in order to shift the historiography of rac-
ism in this country.25 Despite two decades of robust scholarship on the 
North, national commemorations, most history textbooks, and even 
much of the best public history on African American life and struggle 
still picture systematized segregation and the civil rights movement as 
largely southern.26 And so, one of the questions we, and the authors of 
these chapters, asked was: why? Why do Americans, even people who 
immerse themselves in scholarship on racism, continue to maintain a 
southern story of Jim Crow if so much new research reveals the struc-
tural and systemic nature of northern racism? Using a Jim Crow frame 
reveals how northern racism worked as a racial system with its own ide-
ologies, rules, cultures, and practices, refuting the idea that racism out-
side the South was haphazard, transplanted, or resulting from private 
prejudices. But there has been a reluctance to understand it for what it 
is: a Jim Crow system. So we use that framing explicitly and directly— to 
show how northern racism worked as a racial system, to demonstrate 
the various ways in which northern officials maintained it all the while 
denying it as a system, and to underline the breadth of northern black 
activism and how deep and wide white opposition to it was.

Second, unmasking Jim Crow in the North reveals the ways in which 
northern liberals created ideologies to defend their system, and deflect 
black movements, with defensive assertions that their cities were not the 
South. Rather than deal with their own racism honestly, northerners 
pivoted constantly by calling attention to problems in the South while 
defending and maintaining their own status quo. Northern liberals, in-
cluding the northern liberal media, played a pivotal role in maintaining 
racial discrimination throughout the twentieth century while proclaim-
ing their own openness and lack of racial bias. Liberalism created oppor-
tunities for some racial minorities to advance socially and economically, 
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but it also erected barriers against others, patronized and disparaged 
black activists, trumpeted examples of successful black people to jus-
tify no further intervention on matters related to racial inequity, and 
blamed those stuck in poverty or joblessness as individuals lacking the 
right character or cultural values to succeed.

Third, laying claim to a Jim Crow North takes seriously the ways gen-
erations of black writers and activists framed and theorized their own 
cities as places marred by “Jim Crow” policies. After years of study, in-
vestigation, and struggle, these activists mounted multiple resistance 
movements to challenge northern Jim Crow practices all the while being 
constantly asked to “prove” that there was even a problem. These essays 
return the history of activism against the Jim Crow North to a place of 
parity with the more well- known histories of racism and resistance in 
the American South.

In forwarding these three contentions, we recognize that Jim Crow 
operated differently from the East Coast to the Midwest to the West 
to the South. We do not argue that systems of racial segregation that 
developed in New York were mirror images of those that developed in 
Los Angeles, or that they were the same as those in Little Rock, Ar-
kansas, or Jackson, Mississippi, for that matter. We also do not contend 
that uniform practices and ideologies defined the Jim Crow North. For 
example, the ideologies and practices that propped up New York City’s 
racial system were not the same as those that developed four hours 
north of Gotham in a place like Rochester, New York. We use the plural, 
“strange careers,” to foreground the ways Jim Crow took many forms, 
had many guises, and burrowed into the law in many ways. Journalists, 
politicians, policy makers, and citizens who denied the existence of Jim 
Crow in their own northern metropolises shared a common investment 
in a claim of racial innocence, in not being the South. They protected 
their own racial system through denying its existence and differentiating 
it from the South’s.

Despite widespread patterns of racism in their housing, employment, 
police departments, and public schools that were supported, main-
tained, and defended through law and policy, whites living in the West, 
Midwest, and Northeast defended their society’s race relations as more 
enlightened, open, and democratic than those that existed in the Jim 
Crow South. And so we use the term “North” in its historic sense to en-



Introduction | 11

compass all the places not the South and to take on this longstanding di-
chotomy northerners invested in between the “Jim Crow South” and the 
“liberal North.” Doing so denies the protective cover that the idea of an 
exceptionally racist South long gave to practices and ideas that stretched 
deep into northern and western social, political, economic, and cultural 
history. Given the ways this historical reality and its contemporary ef-
fects still shape life throughout the nation, rooting out racial segregation 
from American life requires a more sober examination of Jim Crow’s 
national scope and depth.

Such an examination is increasingly urgent today. Americans can 
see the effects of mid- twentieth- century racism— the racial ghettos, the 
incredibly disproportionate incarceration rates, the underfunded black 
public schools, the wealth gap, and the shorter average life span for 
American blacks regardless of their class or education— but the causes 
of this historic racism remain, largely, hidden in plain sight behind a 
veil of color- blind, meritocratic ideology. Americans like their racism, 
and their racists, southern and conservative, not northern and liberal. 
The idea that a system of segregation and inequality was propagated 
and maintained in the North— and largely survived despite a myriad 
of movements— demands a different reckoning from Americans today. 
To see the history that made the American ghetto, the prison industrial 
complex, the racial wealth gap, and the crisis in urban education today 
is to see how the Jim Crow North thrived through explanations that 
blamed the victims of racism for the causes and the effects of racism. 
Arcane bureaucracies, convoluted processes, and interminable, ineffec-
tive committees powered the social and political engines that produced 
northern Jim Crow systems— but proved easy to ignore and excuse amid 
the proclamations of fairness and color- blindness. Perhaps most impor-
tant, we cannot, or do not, see the history of the Jim Crow North because 
our scholarship and policy makers have long dismissed the critiques and 
protests that northern black activists made about the origins, causes, ef-
fects of, and solutions for the social conditions in which they lived.

The Strange Careers of the Jim Crow North

To understand the Jim Crow North, we must look at its origins. Jim 
Crow segregation began in the North, then moved to the South. The 
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early history of the Jim Crow North carries all of the hallmarks we asso-
ciate with southern Jim Crow: segregation written into law, upheld by 
the court, and maintained by violence. It also contains distinctiveness: 
segregation constructed, and denied, through the bulwark of American 
liberal policy and thought, moments of social progress that morphed 
into new modes of racist prejudices and practices.

Most narrative histories of southern Jim Crow highlight how northern 
Republicans abandoned efforts to promote civil and economic equality 
for black citizens in the South after 1877 because, in the words of one 
popular textbook, the GOP “had other fish to fry.”27 By the last decade of 
the nineteenth century, when Jim Crow laws took hold in the South, the 
nation turned a blind eye to southern racism. For decades, Americans 
viewed Jim Crow and all its southern horrors as regional eccentricities. 
In deference to states’ rights, national reconciliation, and the power of 
southerners in Congress, and because many white Americans were white 
supremacists, the federal government proved unable, or unwilling, to 
stop these peculiar practices. Failures to pass antilynching legislation in 
Congress, legislative reappropriation of Native American tribal lands into 
the hands of individual Indians, harsh restrictions against immigrants 
from China and Japan, and passive acceptance of the practical annulment 
of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments throughout Dixie led one 
historian to conclude that by about 1900, “[T]he Southern way had be-
come the American way.”28

Despite this commonly accepted narrative, a closer look at policies, 
attitudes— and even lynching— in the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries shows how the North led the nation in systemized racial injustice. 
Around the time of the American Revolution, as free blacks and fugitives 
from slavery populated northern cities, political and legal restrictions on 
black life increased. Racial segregation and public exclusion grew. In the 
late eighteenth century, for example, black citizens petitioned Boston’s 
city government for redress because their skin color denied them access 
to state- sponsored schools. Whites and blacks in Boston paid taxes, but 
only whites could attend public schools. The Commonwealth ignored 
their plea.29 In 1850, in Massachusetts, the Roberts family went to court 
so that five- year- old Sarah could attend a closer, whites- only school. 
The Massachusetts Supreme Court threw out the case, but the Supreme 
Court, in its 1896 case, Plessy v. Ferguson, cited the Roberts case as a legal 



Introduction | 13

precedent that justified separate facilities. Similarly, Pennsylvania passed 
a law in 1854 mandating segregated schools for blacks. On March 17, 1855, 
the Massachusetts legislature passed, and the governor signed, a bill that 
prohibited racial or religious distinctions in public school admissions, 
but the damage to American jurisprudence (and northern white expecta-
tions) had already been done.30 Boston schools struggled with Jim Crow 
racism all the way through the twentieth century,31 and Jim Crow moved 
from the North to the South, from northern state courts to the highest 
court in the nation.32

The Jim Crow North expanded with the nation. When states such 
as Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and New York abolished 
slavery, northern legislatures often instituted gradual manumission laws 
that bound black people to service for a generation, privileged slave own-
ers’ rights to compensation and reparation, and simultaneously placed 
strict limitations on blacks’ citizenship. New York rewrote its state con-
stitution after 1827 to restrict black male suffrage and all but eliminated 
blacks’ service on juries (only sixteen black men in the state qualified). 
Blacks could also not ride on city streetcars, and they were segregated on 
the ferries that ran between Brooklyn and Manhattan.33  Racial segrega-
tion spread west into new territories and states. Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, 
Michigan, and Wisconsin outlawed slavery, but restricted black settle-
ment and enshrined official discrimination against black people.34

As more blacks became free people in the North, and white north-
erners adjusted to sharing citizenship and public space with more 
black people, mechanisms of social distinction grew. When Alexis 
de Tocqueville toured the United States in 1831, he observed that “[t]he 
prejudice of race appears to be stronger in the states that have abolished 
slavery than in those where it still exists; and nowhere is it so intolerant 
as in those states where servitude has never been known.”35 The word 
“nigger” as a derogatory term for all black people first gained political, 
cultural, and social currency in the Jim Crow North, the historian Eliza-
beth Stordeur Pryor shows, “precisely at the moment when gradual abo-
lition and emancipation began to free people of color in the North.” In 
the 1820s and ’30s, white northerners used the word “nigger” to describe 
all black people “as backward and beyond redemption . . . incapable of 
achieving real freedom and citizenship.” Blacks in the antebellum North 
who entered interracial public spaces experienced the word “nigger” as 
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an epithet that connoted violence, claimed space, and indicated that the 
northern public sphere belonged to whites only. Future generations of 
southern whites used the word “nigger” in similar ways.36

Beyond vile epithets and cultural entertainments such as minstrelsy, 
which found their greatest purchase in the urban North,37 the Jim Crow 
North manifested in virulent policies and violent practices. Before the 
Civil War, many cities and towns in the Midwest passed measures to dis-
enfranchise black people, restrict black settlement, and segregate schools 
and town services.38 The tactics of racial violence and intimidation ran 
through the North. Before white southerners lynched more than four 
thousand people from the 1880s through the 1960s, nineteenth- century 
white northerners, especially Irish immigrants and American- born, 
ethnically Irish citizens, used lynching to protect racialized notions of 
citizenship, manhood, labor, community, and criminal justice against ex-
panding notions of free labor ideology, and state bureaucracy. According 
to historian Michael Pfeifer, in New York and Wisconsin, “[N]orthern 
Irish Americans in the Civil War used strategies of racial violence that 
would also be employed by white Southerners in Reconstruction. Urban 
Irish Catholics were, then, innovators as they were among the first white 
Americans to lynch free blacks in a society organized around principles 
of free labor.”39 Just as using the term “nigger” as a way to keep black 
American citizens in their place and mark their subordinate position 
moved from the Jim Crow North to the Jim Crow South, and from the 
post- emancipation era of the 1820s and ’30s to the postbellum era, so too 
did the promotion of racial terrorism through lynching practices.

Northerners adapted their Jim Crow practices to conform to the po-
litical, economic, and social changes that the end of slavery brought to 
national life. The North also had to adjust to a national Constitution that 
recognized black citizens’ equality before the law. “Despite the rapid top-
pling of traditional racial barriers,” Eric Foner argues, “the North’s ra-
cial Reconstruction proved in many respects less far reaching than the 
South’s.”40 During and after Reconstruction, northern unions barred 
blacks.41 In language that would echo across the decades, northerners 
during Reconstruction argued that black citizens’ behavior, not whites’ 
racism, or even legal protection, did the most to effect black social ad-
vancement. Despite laws in many states declaring formal equality, white 
northerners used segregation practices to deny blacks equal chances at 
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jobs and housing. They justified these practices with arguments that black 
people did not act right, and that their poor behavior caused their mis-
fortune. According to 1867 editors of the pro- unionist liberal magazine 
The Nation, legislation could not reverse the “great burden” that weighed 
upon black people, a burden that came, not from white racism, but from 
black people’s “want of all ordinary claims to social respectability.”42

Midwestern states that had barred black settlement in their original 
constitutions also reacted to national protections for black citizenship 
with violence and intimidation. After the Civil War, sundown towns 
proliferated across the Midwest and West. Such towns kept African 
Americans out by law, force, or custom and were so named because 
some posted signs reading, “Nigger Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on You 
in [name of municipality].” Many such towns had an early black popu-
lation that was summarily removed. Five hundred and seven sundown 
towns existed in Illinois alone, where black people were banished, or 
forcibly evicted.43

The rejuvenation of the KKK during the early twentieth century— what 
historian Linda Gordon refers to as the “northern Klan”44 — demonstrated 
the national appeal of white supremacy. Largely defunct for forty years, 
the KKK was reborn in 1915 in part due to the success of D. W. Griffith’s 
film Birth of a Nation— the first film ever to be screened in the White 
House. By the 1920s, Klan membership had skyrocketed, not just in the 
old Confederacy but also in Indiana, Oregon, Kansas, Colorado, Pennsyl-
vania, Washington, Ohio, and California, their ranks swollen with middle- 
class white women and men. Members claimed the mantel of patriotism 
and white Protestantism against immigrants, Catholics, Jews, and blacks, 
sought legislation and political office, controlled many churches and po-
sitions of law enforcement, and numbered five million. In 1925, more 
than fifty thousand Klansmen were cheered as they marched through 
the streets of Washington, DC.45 In New York City, in 1927, one thousand 
Klansmen marched through Jamaica, Queens, and clashed with police of-
ficers. Fred C. Trump, father of future U.S. president Donald J. Trump, was 
one of seven “be- robed” people arrested at that parade for fighting against 
law enforcement or, in Trump’s case, “refusing to disperse.”46

Thus, Jim Crow was not an exceptional social, economic, legal, and 
cultural system that defined the South during the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Jim Crow had a national history and scope that 
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originated in the North in the Revolutionary era, and grew there in even 
more powerful ways during the mid- twentieth century.

Revisiting Woodward

There is probably no historical scholarship more pivotal to cementing an 
understanding of the Jim Crow South than C. Vann Woodward’s best- 
selling 1955 book, The Strange Career of Jim Crow.47 Part of the book’s 
power came from its argument that recent historical events, not time-
less, inevitable, unchanging traditions, had created southern segregation. 
Woodward located the Jim Crow South’s origins in the 1880s and 1890s. 
While powerful and important, his argument ended up reinforcing the 
notion that American segregation and disfranchisement were a regional 
problem. His cursory treatment of the North stemmed from his limited 
knowledge on the subject, as he made clear, and “not on the mistaken 
assumption that Jim Crow disappeared in the North after the Civil War.”48

In the 1966 reprint, Woodward added a new first chapter, “Of Old 
Regimes and Reconstructions.” “Segregation in complete and fully de-
veloped form,” Woodward argued, “did grow up contemporaneously 
with slavery, but not in its midst. One of the strangest things about 
the career of Jim Crow was that the system was born in the North and 
reached an advanced age before moving South in force.”49 By the 1830s, 
with slavery abolished in the North, and gradual manumission laws in 
place, thirty- five hundred black people remained in bondage through-
out the region. Free black citizens in the North, however, had freedom 
of movement (in states that did not bar black settlement) and freedom 
to engage in contracts for work, and, perhaps most important, blacks’ 
children were not bound to a state of slavery. “For all that,” Woodward 
argued, “the Northern Negro was made painfully and constantly aware 
that he lived in a society dedicated to the doctrine of white supremacy 
and Negro inferiority.”50 Few, if any, northern politicians challenged this 
reality of American racism. Instead, the “system permeated all aspects of 
Negro life in the free states by 1860,” Woodward wrote: from transpor-
tation conveyances to theaters and lecture halls. In hotels, restaurants, 
and resorts, blacks were barred as customers, but not as servants; white 
Christian churches had “Negro pews”; and blacks who worshiped with 
whites had to receive Holy Communion separately from them. Blacks 
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were “educated in segregated schools,” Woodward wrote, “punished in 
segregated prisons, nursed in segregated hospitals, and buried in segre-
gated cemeteries.”51

Some of the most entrenched segregation in the North happened in 
urban residential patterns, as Woodward demonstrates. In 1847, “not a 
single colored family” lived in South Boston, Woodward noted. Boston 
had its “Nigger Hill” and “New Guinea” for black residents. Cincinnati 
had “New Africa,” as did New York and Philadelphia, at a time, Wood-
ward demonstrates, when Richmond, Virginia, Charleston, South Caro-
lina, and New Orleans, Louisiana, lacked such blacks- only residential 
districts. Racial segregation was harsher in the West, Woodward argued. 
In the places where blacks could vote, only 6 percent of northern blacks 
lived. Custom or law also prevented blacks from serving on juries in the 
North.52 As Woodward summarized, “It is clear when its victory was 
complete and the time came, the North was not in the best possible posi-
tion to instruct the South, either by precedent and example, or by force 
of conviction, on the implementation of what eventually became one of 
the professed war aims of the Union cause: racial equality.”53 In the 1880s 
and 1890s, northern publications, such as the Nation, Harper’s Weekly, 
the North American Review, and the Atlantic Monthly, regularly printed 
“the shibboleths of white supremacy regarding the Negro’s innate infe-
riority, shiftlessness, and hopeless unfitness for full participation in the 
white man’s civilization.”54

Woodward’s own work shows the importance of the research that 
produced the essays in this volume. Part of our goal in this anthology 
joins Woodward’s mission from years ago: to show how Americans 
created and maintained a northern system of segregation and racial 
injustice through specific historical circumstances, policies, laws, and 
actions, not as byproducts of southern decisions, private practices, or 
chance events; and thus to show how such a system can be dismantled 
and democracy can rise in its place.

New Deal Jim Crow and the Katznelson Thesis

In many twentieth- century northern cities, as black migration surged, 
racial segregation hardened and worsened. In the expanded social citi-
zenship it created, the New Deal also encoded a new kind of Jim Crow 
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citizenship, as political historian Ira Katznelson’s When Affirmative 
Action Was White shows.55 In a similar way that C. Vann Woodward 
demystified the seemingly natural history of racism in the South, Ira 
Katznelson has also shown how histories of racial preferences, instituted 
by the government and embedded deeply within public policies, ben-
efited white Americans by expanding their ranks in the middle class 
and protecting their wealth. In multiple ways— from Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) policies that rated neighborhoods for residential 
and school racial homogeneity to the ways Aid to Dependent Chil-
dren carved a requirement for “suitable homes” to arcane policies that 
blamed black “cultural deprivation” for social disparities— segregation 
and inequality worsened after the New Deal of the 1930s.  But by laying 
it at the feet of southern congressmen, Katznelson’s analysis misses the 
northern agency and investment in institutionalizing these racial hierar-
chies, as well as the modern roots of the Jim Crow North.

In his powerful interpretations of the New Deal’s racial history, and 
its national effects, Katznelson argues that the expansion of social citi-
zenship under the New Deal created “affirmative action for whites.”56 
In perhaps the most far- reaching expansion of social citizenship since 
the end of the Civil War, federal New Deal policies provided loans for 
homes, underwrote racially exclusive suburban development, expanded 
higher education opportunities for veterans, granted Social Security en-
titlements, and protected unions for certain jobs. Katznelson shows how, 
by design, all of these social welfare policies benefited white citizens, 
stabilized and increased the ranks of the white middle class, distrib-
uted more wealth among white working-  and middle- class citizens, and 
largely excluded blacks and Latinos.

Katznelson blames the racial discrimination baked into New Deal 
policies on the political machinations of racist southern Democrats. If 
the Woodward thesis contends that Jim Crow did not arise in the years 
that immediately followed the end of the Civil War, but instead waited 
until after Reconstruction, the Katznelson thesis argues that Jim Crow 
spread throughout government institutions, and created generational 
inequality through the actions of racist southern Democrats.57 These 
southern congressmen held New Deal and Fair Deal legislation hostage 
through their tremendous power in Congress. “Without the South,” 
Katznelson argued, “there could have been no New Deal.”58 Katznelson 
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does not absolve Roosevelt, northern Democrats, or New Deal liberals 
from complicity and “pragmatic forgetfulness” in allowing the South to 
manipulate New Deal and Fair Deal social welfare policies at the ex-
pense of black citizens. But Katznelson concludes, “[I]t was the white 
South that acted as the key agent in Congress”59— ensuring the main-
tenance of racial segregation and job hierarchies, promoting the local 
control of federal social welfare policies, like Social Security, and block-
ing antidiscrimination statutes from infecting progressive programs and 
policies. “When southern members of Congress controlled the gateways 
to legislation,” Katznelson wrote, “policy decisions dealing with welfare, 
work and war either excluded the vast majority of African Americans or 
treated them differently from others.”60

Katznelson emphasizes that northern Democrats and Republicans 
complied with the white southern oligarchy to build Jim Crow into the 
fabric of New Deal liberalism. His analysis of northern liberals’ corrupt 
bargain to pass New Deal legislation at the expense of racial equality, 
however, promotes an imbalanced view of the way New Deal liberalism 
enabled inequality that already existed in the Jim Crow North and the 
proactive investments of northern politicians in these racialized prac-
tices. Liberals did not just bite their tongues and wince while southern 
racists built Jim Crow through New Deal legislation. They too had a 
stake in local control and embraced their own forms of Jim Crow racism 
that had nothing to do with the South.

In her book The Segregated Origins of Social Security, Mary Poole 
demonstrates how a consortium of northern and southern interests, not 
merely southern congressmen, influenced the racialized shape of the 
1935 Social Security Act. University of Wisconsin– trained researchers, 
who dominated the Committee on Economic Security, infused racially 
exclusionary practices into the legislation. “African Americans were not 
denied the benefits of Social Security because of the machinations of 
southern congressional leadership,” Poole argues. “The Act was made 
discriminatory through a shifting web of alliances of white policymakers 
that crossed regional and political parties.  The members of the group 
that wielded the greatest influence on these developments were not 
southerners in Congress but President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s own peo-
ple . . . who genuinely sought to build a fairer and better world, . . . but 
whose vision was steeped in racial privilege.”61
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Northerners too seized upon the local control to maintain their own 
racial prerogatives. Northern and western legislators built a weak struc-
ture around the state- level Fair Employment Practices Committees and 
antidiscrimination commissions that proliferated in the Northeast and 
Midwest during the 1940s.62 They created structures of inequality and 
exclusion through the New Deal’s protections of county- level administra-
tors of federal welfare benefits. While the Katznelson thesis does a great 
deal to show how color consciousness, not color- blindness, defined the 
New Deal and the Fair Deal, his arguments do not account for the ways 
Jim Crow racism spread throughout states and counties where no south-
ern Democrats held sway— why local control produced even more seg-
regation in the North.63 The Katznelson thesis also does little to explain 
why FHA and Home Owners’ Loan Corporation surveyors used assump-
tions about the supposed primacy of white racial homogeneity to struc-
ture investment ratings systems throughout northern, midwestern, and 
western cities. By funneling the flow of investment capital and develop-
ment dollars away from metropolitan communities where black people 
lived to suburbs and segregated housing developments from Levittown 
to Bensonhurst, those assessments provided the legalized underpinnings 
that created racial ghettos in mid- twentieth- century American cities.64

The thrust of this anthology thus differs from the arguments of schol-
ars like Ira Katznelson and Jason Sokol who, while noting how northern 
liberalism coexisted with northern racism, do not emphasize its pro-
active racial politics. Jason Sokol’s synthesis history of racial politics 
of the Northeast, All Eyes Upon Us, argues for the North’s “conflicted 
soul” when he writes that “the Northeast has been, and remains, the 
most American of regions” not “because it is a glittering model of free-
dom and democracy” but “because the Northeast has long held genuine 
movements for racial democracy, and for racial segregation, within the 
same heart.”65 Yet, liberalism provided significant cover for northern 
forms of racial inequality by defending its racial prerogatives and ag-
gressively demonizing black activism.66 Like Katznelson, Sokol fails to 
deal with the Jim Crow North as a racial system that grew strong from 
perpetuating its own racism and its claims to racial innocence.

Sokol’s argument places northern racism on a continuum of south-
ern racism but without the same moral absolutes. “The North had few 
Bull Connors or Jim Clarks, few swaggering sheriffs who had built en-
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tire careers out of brutalizing black people,” writes Sokol. “The dearth of 
such villains made for an absence of moral absolutes. There would be no 
Selmas of the North.” We argue that the North did have its Selmas. So-
kol’s contention overlooks the ideologies of the time that liberals used to 
obscure their own racial wickedness. They rationalized their own racial 
inequities as venial when compared with the South’s sins. They turned 
individual culture and behavior into explanatory causes of pervasive so-
cial inequities. They had become so adept at making excuses for their 
own racism that they often ignored, for decades, even the most blatant 
examples of Jim Crow in the North. As Martin Luther King Jr. observed 
in 1965, “As the nation, Negro and white, trembled with outrage at police 
brutality in the South, police misconduct in the North was rationalized, 
tolerated, and usually denied.”67 Northern liberals pointed to the beams 
and branches of racism that existed in southerners’ eye, and in doing 
so, deflected attention— especially their own attention— away from the 
splinters, sticks, and boughs lodged in their own sockets.

The North had many Bull Connors: judges, prosecutors, entire police 
departments that committed countless instances of harassment, brutal-
ity, and kangaroo courts that overcriminalized black people while cover-
ing up police brutality throughout the Jim Crow North’s ghettos. There 
were also many such dramatic confrontations: Milwaukee’s open hous-
ing marches that drew mobs of angry whites; the killing of civil rights 
activist Bruce Klunder at a school protest in Cleveland; the growing 
confrontations between Boston’s civil rights movement and its School 
Committee; the police killing of Nation of Islam secretary Ron Stokes 
outside his LA mosque in 1962 and the actions of LAPD Chief William 
H. Parker.68 The key difference was not the injustice, nor the level of 
black struggle, nor the level of white resistance to change. The main dif-
ference between the regions was an unwillingness of the nation to un-
derstand its race problem as national and to see that those who would 
protect and defend racial injustice came in many different guises.

“[A]lthough the North had no terrible bridges to march across, and 
no mass protest that riveted the nation,” Sokol continues, “it came to 
possess something almost as incredible: a black senator.”69 Part of Jim 
Crow North’s staying power was also that liberals could point to “black 
firsts” like Edward Brooke as a senator of Massachusetts and say, “See? 
Progress.” Meanwhile, in spite of these black firsts, the “not segregated” 
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schools in Boston and Springfield stayed segregated for decades, and 
worsened in the ways they failed to educate black students and con-
fined them to overcrowded, underresourced, and often decrepit schools. 
Through the ideology of liberal color- blindness, black students and their 
families became responsible for perpetuating their own underachieve-
ment through their insufficient motivation and their lack of value for 
education and deferred gratification.

Focusing on Jackie Robinson, Edward Brooke, Shirley Chisholm, David 
Dinkins, and Deval Patrick, Sokol only cursorily mentions grassroots ac-
tivists like Ruth Batson, Ellen Jackson, Mae Mallory, and Ella Baker who 
labored for years to call out the Jim Crow North, faced down city officials 
who hamstrung their activism, became mired in studies and commissions 
to prove there was a problem, experienced disparagement by the media, 
and deflected red- baiting by many public officials. By giving short shrift 
to the perspectives of these activists and the ways they framed northern 
injustice and hypocrisy, both Katznelson and Sokol miss the proactiveness 
of northern racism, the extent of black struggle to challenge it, and the 
cunningly effective fictions of “color- blindness,” “crime,” and “culture” that 
provided the ideological rubrics to maintain it.

Indeed, modern liberal urban governance and the growth of north-
ern cities in the early twentieth century were inseparable from race. In 
Managing Inequality, Karen Miller has documented how “color- blind” 
discourses originated in the early twentieth century among northern 
white political leaders eager to distinguish their municipal leadership 
as modern and progressive, maintained segregationist urban structures, 
and deflected black demands for change.70 “Northern racial liberalism,” 
Miller contends, “is the notion that all Americans, regardless of race, 
should be politically equal, but that the state cannot and indeed should 
not enforce racial equality by interfering with existing social or eco-
nomic relations.”71 In early- twentieth- century Detroit, political leaders 
would claim this liberalism to simultaneously assert their administra-
tion’s color- blindness and maintain practices that produced segrega-
tion, dismissing black people who pointed them out. Similarly, historian 
Khalil Muhammad outlines how crime statistics, migration patterns, 
and discourses of law and order “were woven together into a cautionary 
tale about the exceptional threat black people posed to modern soci-
ety,” fueling a regime of punishment that flourished in early- twentieth- 



Introduction | 23

century northern cities while providing the acceptable veneer for their 
“Jim Crow Justice.”72 

Increasingly in the post– World War II era, many northern liberal pol-
iticians, citizens, and news outlets would push for change in the South 
while endeavoring to protect segregation at home. Martin Luther King 
Jr.’s quotation, which begins this introduction, zeroes in on this double 
standard; King took to the pages of the Saturday Review a few months 
after the Watts uprising to highlight longstanding resistance to change in 
cities like LA, despite years of local black protests. Looking at New York 
City’s school desegregation movement and how white resistance to it 
determined the shape and passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act is instruc-
tive. In the decade after Brown, New York City had witnessed a growing 
movement in the city insisting that Brown must be upheld in New York, 
and demanding a comprehensive desegregation plan from the Board of 
Education. Over and over, in the decade after Brown, grassroots activ-
ists and local parents confronted school officials over the inequities in 
their children’s schooling.  They picketed, attended PTA meetings, took 
their kids out of school, and wrote letters but were deflected, dismissed, 
and denied. After a decade of struggle with little change, the city’s black 
community was at its limit.  On February 3, 1964, 460,000 students and 
teachers boycotted the city schools because of their refusal to even come 
up with a comprehensive desegregation plan. The New York Times called 
the February school boycott “unreasonable and unjustified” and “vio-
lent.”73 White parents were terrified— and so the next month, a much, 
much smaller group of white people, not even fifteen thousand, mostly 
white mothers, marched over the Brooklyn Bridge to protest the Board’s 
exceedingly modest plan to desegregate just sixty schools through school 
pairings. Opposition to civil rights activism was fierce and widespread 
in New York. In a poll conducted by the New York Times, a majority of 
white New Yorkers in 1964 said the civil rights movement had gone too 
far. Respondents spoke of black people receiving “everything on a silver 
platter” and of “reverse discrimination” against whites. Nearly half said 
that picketing and demonstrations hurt black people’s cause.74

Their congressmen heard their pleadings, as historian Matthew Del-
mont demonstrates; the coverage of the (white) mothers’ march played 
as the backdrop of congressional debates around the Civil Rights Act.75 
In drafting the act, mindful of their white constituents back home, the 
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bill’s northern and western liberal sponsors like Brooklyn congressman 
Emanuel Celler okayed a loophole to keep federal civil rights enforce-
ment of school desegregation away from the North (they wanted to keep 
federal education dollars and their racially imbalanced schools). They 
amended Title IV, section 401b to read, “‘Desegregation’ means the as-
signment of students to public schools and within such schools without 
regard to their race, color, religion, or national origin, but ‘desegregation’ 
shall not mean the assignment of students to public schools in order to 
overcome racial imbalance” (emphasis added).76

The intentions of northern and western congressmen were clear at the 
time, even though this reality has largely been lost to history. Southern 
politicians noted the hypocrisy of the bill’s supporters in carving out this 
loophole for their own schools. Praising New York’s senators as “pretty 
good segregationists at heart,” Mississippi Senator James O. Eastland 
noted, “I do not blame the two distinguished Senators from New York 
for their desire to protect New York City, as well as Chicago, Detroit, and 
similar areas. But why should they attempt to penalize our part of the 
country?”77 And the loophole worked— providing cover from Chicago 
to Boston to maintain their segregated schools and their federal money. 
Contextualizing why many African American communities rioted the 
summer after the bill passed, civil rights organizer Bayard Rustin ob-
served, “People have to understand that although the civil- rights bill was 
good and something for which I worked arduously, there was nothing in 
it that had any effect whatsoever on the three major problems Negroes 
face in the North: housing, jobs, and integrated schools. . . . [T]he civil- 
rights bill, because of this failure, has caused an even deeper frustration 
in the North.”78

Returning Black Agency: How Recent Work on Northern 
Inequality Largely Misses Northern Black Activism

This anthology also insists that, alongside examining how the Jim 
Crow North worked as a system, we need to see the variety of ways 
black people theorized, unveiled, subverted, and challenged it at the 
time. Groundbreaking work from writers like Ta Nehisi Coates, Isabel 
Wilkerson, and Nikole Hannah- Jones has documented, for wide audi-
ences, the northern practices and structures that entrenched housing 
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segregation, exacerbated school segregation, and hardened Jim Crow in 
policing and criminal justice in northern cities.79 These writers pow-
erfully demonstrate the relentless and evolving nature of racism that 
shaped and influenced northern black life in the twentieth century.  But 
a common and significant flaw in their work— and in many of the public 
commemorations of civil rights movement and the fiftieth anniversa-
ries of the Detroit, Watts, and Newark uprisings as well— is a superficial 
examination of the deep and wide organizing and theorizing northern 
black people, and their allies, did to challenge such practices.80

Seeing the multitude of tactics northern black people employed, the 
many organizations they built, the numbers of rallies, sit- ins, and meet-
ings they held shows how black writers and activists were theorizing 
and challenging these issues all the time.  It also reveals how hard north-
ern whites fought to maintain the status quo. By not centering the ways 
northern black intellectuals and activists have long formulated ways to 
highlight and oppose northern segregation and exclusion, these writ-
ers hew, however inadvertently, to the idea that black urban communi-
ties could not or did not recognize, articulate, and challenge what was 
happening because they possessed a weaker character and frailer com-
munity values than their southern brethren. Highlighting the structures 
and practices of the Jim Crow North without also highlighting northern 
black activism maintains a fiction that northern black people were too 
alienated and disorganized to build movements— a key misapprehen-
sion that has blinded us to northern movements for racial justice since 
their first days. By marginalizing this longstanding activism, these major 
public intellectuals also miss documenting how deep and wide white 
resistance was in the North (including by people who pushed for change 
in the South). When northern white people faced a host of local move-
ments for racial justice, they labored just as hard to protect racial seg-
regation and discrimination, albeit at times using different methods, as 
whites did in the South.

Similarly, the new Legacy Museum in Montgomery that accompa-
nies the Equal Justice Initiative’s searing lynching memorial, along with 
its reports on lynching and segregation, powerfully trace the lines from 
slavery to Jim Crow lynching and segregation to contemporary mass 
incarceration. As EJI president Bryan Stevenson eloquently explains, “I 
want to get to the point where we experience something more like free-
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dom. . . . I don’t think we are going to get there until we create a new 
consciousness about our history.” Yet the museum and EJI’s “Segrega-
tion in America” report glances over the northern movement. And, it 
fundamentally ignores opposition to the civil rights movement outside 
of the South. This oversight neglects a crucial portion of how racial in-
equality operated throughout the nation.81 By not foregrounding this 
northern history of struggle, even some of the most hard- hitting analy-
ses of American racism by Ta Nehisi Coates, Isabel Wilkerson, Nikole 
Hannah- Jones, and the Equal Justice Initiative miss crucial dimensions 
of American history that help show the present more clearly.

Michelle Alexander’s groundbreaking book The New Jim Crow high-
lights what she terms “the new Jim Crow”—  the ways criminalization and 
mass incarceration fueled by the War on Drugs have denied millions of 
black people rights in housing, voting, and jobs: “I came to see that mass 
incarceration in the United States had, in fact, emerged as a stunningly 
comprehensive and well- disguised system of racialized social control that 
functions in a manner strikingly similar to Jim Crow.”82 Following the 
successes of the civil rights movement, not only did racial discrimina-
tion infect law enforcement and the courts, Alexander explains, but a de-
structive system of criminalization and incarceration evolved to accelerate 
racial segregation and political and economic disfranchisement, in ways 
replicating the Jim Crow South. Alexander is correct, but this anthology 
reminds readers that creating a system of segregation and oppression 
through law and policy without explicit racial invocations is an age- old 
northern strategy. Justifications for a racial caste system “through the lens 
of popular social science” is far older than the War on Drugs; rather, it fol-
lows from culture- of- poverty theories that justified northern inequality 
by criminalizing and blaming black behavior across the twentieth cen-
tury. Black northerners have spent the century highlighting and challeng-
ing this culture- of- poverty framing. This is not merely semantics: the new 
Jim Crow is merely the old Jim Crow. Understanding this racial system 
necessitates seeing its roots in modern American liberalism; it requires 
understanding how this system lay at the heart of the creation of the mod-
ern American metropolis, was fortified through liberals’ defining their 
cities as not- the- South, gained steam after World War II made cultural 
explanations the necessary ways for liberals to talk about race, and was 
challenged by black people across the twentieth century.83
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Expanded Jim Crow systems of northern racial segregation con-
fined black citizens to American ghettos; criminalized the spaces where 
they lived and learned and played; denied them schooling that would 
make college possible, and then turned around and refused to hire 
them; imprisoned hundreds of thousands of people; extracted resources 
from their schools; plundered their property- based wealth; allowed a 
rapacious, lucrative drug economy to flourish; and supported victim- 
blaming ideologies that laid the burden for all of these social ills at the 
foot of urban black people’s behavior and cultures.84 Too often, when 
black activists, writers, and parents pointed this out, they were treated 
as crazy, dangerous, and potentially Communist. The difficulty of seeing 
the Jim Crow North and the disregarding of the long and varied move-
ments that took place across the Northeast, Midwest, and West was a 
“structured blindness,” to use philosopher Charles Mills’s formulation, 
“in no way accidental, but prescribed.”85

This blindness was a blindness of the time, corresponding not only to 
northerners’ investments in deflecting scrutiny of their own racism but 
also to U.S. global interests. Hoping to win the allegiances of the Third 
World, the United States sought to cast racism as a regional anachronism 
rather than a national condition while portraying those who highlighted 
the systems of racial injustice outside the South (from Malcolm X to 
Mae Mallory to Milton Galamison) as dangerous and un-American. 
Increasingly the United States showcased the southern movement to 
highlight the power of American democracy to reform its own regional 
troublespots— holding up American liberalism as the country’s identity. 
News of southern victories made international headlines.86 Over time, 
the southern movement came to be celebrated across the political spec-
trum as proof of American exceptionalism.87  The North complicates 
that story— and thus the added investment in holding up the openness 
of the liberal North and marginalizing those who pointed out otherwise.

Fitting with this Cold War paradigm, news organizations propped up 
the myth of northern racism as aberrant and accidental while intrepid 
journalists journeyed south to cover the movement and racism there, 
demonstrating the power of American democracy at work. Critics of 
northern, liberal institutions and practices were dismissed as reckless, 
extreme, unjustified, or Communist sympathizers.88 Given these Cold 
War realities, culture became the chief analytical lens through which to 
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talk about race, and ethnographers journeyed to ghettos from Chicago 
to Delhi to capture and expose these “cultural traditions,” and “depriva-
tions”89 that trapped people in poverty. U.S. Cold War interests painted 
people of color at home and abroad as possessing cultural values and 
practices at odds with the successful modern life and in need of cul-
tural remediation. Thus, part of the work these essays do is consider 
the investments, both historical and contemporary, in casting the black 
freedom struggle and American racism in certain ways.

Unveiling the Jim Crow North: What These Chapters Do

Analyzing the paradoxes and contradictions that veiled northern Jim 
Crow, especially those around arguments that reduce racial inequality 
to inherent cultural differences, these chapters chart the arduous, frus-
trating struggles black citizens waged against the Jim Crow North, and 
the historical memories surrounding it. These essays span a variety of 
locales— big cities like New York City, Los Angeles, Detroit, and San 
Francisco, and smaller industrial ones like Milwaukee and Rochester. 
They bring black freedom fighters well known in their time back to the 
fore: Say Burgin looks at Smith Act lawyer and Recorder Court judge 
George Crockett, while John Portlock examines the work of newspa-
per editor and candidate for the U.S. vice presidency Charlotta Bass. 
Other essays turn their attention on northern whites. Mary Barr exam-
ines the white people who sought to unveil the Jim Crow North, like the 
1965 North Shore Summer Project, and their neighbors who refused. 
Laura Warren Hill zeroes in on the white people who defended their 
entitlements and racial prerogatives through a “Jim Crow discourse” that 
united North and South, like those who wrote Rochester’s mayor after 
the 1964 uprising.

These essays unveil the racial underbellies of liberal institutions like 
the New York Times and the City University of New York, as Tahir Butt 
shows in the struggles around free tuition at CUNY in the 1960s. Others 
open up discussion of the Jim Crow North in American memory, litera-
ture, and film; essays by Balthazar Beckett and Ayesha Hardison dem-
onstrate how much more there is to see about classic texts like Brown 
Girl Brownstones and Raisin in the Sun and independent films like Night 
Catches Us by examining how they center a critique of northern lib-
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eral racism. The chapters show how challenges to the Jim Crow North 
were sometimes embedded in global anticolonial struggles, and that the 
critique of northern racism often necessitated a challenge to Cold War 
liberalism, which brought down the full weight of American anticom-
munism and red- baiting tactics onto the heads of northern antiracist 
activists.

Moving chronologically, these essays are set in familiar places, such as 
courtrooms, schools, municipal offices, and metropolitan streets, where 
citizens in northern and western cities encountered racial segregation 
and discrimination in ways that were mundane, institutional, and struc-
tural. As Shannon King, Say Burgin, and Peter Levy demonstrate, they 
reveal the role of the law and law enforcement— and the collusion of 
police, prosecutors, judges, politicians, and the media— in maintaining 
this system of injustice. They show how northern black intellectuals like 
Ella Baker and Mae Mallory, as Kristopher Burrell outlines, theorized 
that system and fought against Jim Crow in New York City, and the ways 
in which black activists in Milwaukee came up with creative ways to 
use religious networks to press for hiring nondiscrimination, as Crystal 
Moten does in her chapter.

Fewer vigilantes populate these essays because many northerners 
preferred the civility of entrusting the task of racial management and 
control to police on the beat, and judges on the bench. Picking up gaps 
in the first generation of scholarship on the northern struggle, Aliyah 
Dunn Salahuddin looks at the role and context of the uprisings of the 
mid- 1960s and the long history of organizing and grievances that pre-
ceded the 1966 uprising in the Bay View– Hunters Point neighborhood 
of San Francisco. Levy focuses on the coverage of SNCC chair H. Rap 
Brown and how the media laid the ideological groundwork for “law- 
and- order politics” that furthered imprisoning black people and crimi-
nalizing radical black activism. Several of these pieces— Peter Levy’s and 
Shannon King’s explicitly— demonstrate that the media was not so noble 
when it came to struggles in the North and the West.

The work in this volume is both a product of fifteen years of scholar-
ship on the North and a response to certain gaps in that scholarship. 
Several themes about the history of the Jim Crow North emerge in these 
essays. The first is a critique of language, practices, and ideologies of 
northern liberalism and an attention to the ways black activists, art-
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ists, and intellectuals developed theories about the limits of the North 
as “promised land.” Color- blind liberalism allowed northern Jim Crow 
to hide in plain sight. To do this, as these pieces detail, a lexicon of the 
Jim Crow North developed: “de facto segregation,” “racial imbalance,” 
“separation,” “cultural deprivation,” “underprivileged,” “neighborhood 
schools,” “busing,” “crime,” “juvenile delinquency,” “law and order”— all 
were framings developed to assuage and explain northern segregation 
in the era of Brown. Part of the challenge that black citizens encoun-
tered— as many of these chapters demonstrate— was how to make the 
Jim Crow North visible, and hold officials accountable amid these slip-
pery ideological framings.

With years of protests and petitions falling on deaf ears, or produc-
ing token changes, as a number of essays show, the “Great Uprisings” 
of the mid- to- late 1960s occurred.90 Blacks in the North and West no 
longer waited for change to happen through “acceptable” means of po-
litical process. As these essays argue, after years of frustrated struggle 
had produced little change and much silence from the very liberals 
decrying southern racism, the uprisings of the mid- to- late 1960s dis-
rupted and unmasked the oft- ignored and overlooked systematic nature 
of the Jim Crow North. They revealed the injustices of violence in the 
North— violence that was “legalized” because it came from the police 
and from the structures that ghettoized black people into decrepit hous-
ing and underserved neighborhoods, with little access to decent jobs or 
health care. And so a second strategic intervention the volume makes 
is to more explicitly intertwine the northern black freedom movement 
with the uprisings of the 1960s: the latter occurred because, for decades, 
northerners ignored, or paid lip service to, the former.91

Third is a critique of culture- of- poverty framings of northern black 
life that rendered northern black people as alienated and different from 
southern black people, and of the assumption that they did not pro-
duce the kinds of movements southerners did. The North experienced a 
long activist, intellectual movement, and witnessed decades of citizens’ 
use of “proper channels” to express grievances with school segregation, 
housing segregation, job exclusion, and police brutality— whose push 
for reform largely fell on deaf ears before the uprisings in many cities. 
While Bill Cosby’s 2004 poundcake speech alleged that black behaviors 
and cultures were now what held the black community back and Presi-
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dent Obama’s My Brother’s Keeper initiative similarly proffered cultural 
solutions, these essays remind us of the extended and foul history of 
“cultural” explanations to deflect calls for desegregation— and how long 
black community activists have been fighting such explanations.

The essays in this volume also force us to reexamine the role of the 
media and civil rights. Built through books like the Pulitzer Prize– 
winning The Race Beat, there is an assumption that the media was a 
champion of movement.92 But the national media, based largely in the 
North, covered northern inequality and struggle in its own backyard 
very differently from its intrepid coverage, by the early 1960s, of the Jim 
Crow South. At home, it dismissed black protest, treating it as episodic, 
deviant, and violent (even when no destruction of people or property 
occurred). It overlooked and undercovered racism outside of the South 
and replicated the frame of surprise over the uprisings of the mid- 1960s, 
forgetting the years of black protest and helping to further a law- and- 
order politics.

The Strange Careers of the Jim Crow North helps us to reconsider and 
reject the idea of northern racism as episodic and transplanted, rather 
than state- sponsored and indigenous. It forces us to question the idea of 
urban disorders and uprisings as products of culture, not reflections of 
political resistance and outgrowths of longstanding struggle met with 
fierce white resistance. These essays demonstrate the ways in which the 
Jim Crow North proved much harder to unveil and destroy and how 
hard people would fight to preserve these racially inequitable systems, 
all the while taking umbrage at being called racist. They disrupt cul-
ture and behavior as explanatory, analytical frameworks for black urban 
problems associated with poverty, crime, and educational disparities— 
that too often framed northern blacks as angry, alienated, and unable 
to build movements like their southern counterparts. And they insist 
on examining the variety of ways black people wrote, organized, and 
agitated to reveal this Jim Crow system. Taken together, these chapters 
show how misapprehensions of northern virtue and innocence have 
worked to obfuscate the structural violence and racial inequality that 
continues to assail black communities today.

The essays in this anthology argue that it is impossible to avoid the 
Jim Crow North as a central concept for understanding the United States 
in the twenty- first century. The history of its strange careers and the 
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black freedom movements that challenged it deserve more attention, 
especially if we, as a nation, want to have any hope of addressing their 
manifestations in contemporary political, economic, social, and cultural 
life. These northern stories provide a missing link that can ground cur-
rent analyses of American racism within broader, deeper histories of 
American racial inequality. This history helps us to make sense of the 
recent findings that the most segregated school systems are largely out-
side the South,93 that the most segregated cities are largely outside the 
South,94 that most of the police killings that have galvanized a grow-
ing Black Lives Matter movement have taken place outside the South. 
Tracing the history of the long black freedom struggle in the Jim Crow 
North provides important historical antecedents of #BlackLivesMatter 
and where we must go today.

The sooner Americans recognize this aspect of our history, the sooner 
we can devise real solutions for real historical and contemporary social 
problems connected to racism. With Donald Trump— whose racist dis-
courses and practices were homegrown in the Jim Crow North95—  as 
president, understanding this history has become even more urgent. The 
United States in 2018 is paying dearly for failing to recognize this his-
tory of northern segregation and struggle. The ideologies, bureaucratic 
structures, and practices of the Jim Crow North are still with us today. 
The black activism documented in these essays provides lessons on how 
we can imagine a different society and chart an alternative, just future.
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A Murder in Central Park

Racial Violence and the Crime Wave in New York 
during the 1930s and 1940s

Shannon King

“I had never before been so aware of policemen, on foot, on horseback, 
on corners, everywhere,” remembered James Baldwin, Harlem native, 
describing his arrival home in early June of 1943. Police presence had 
increased since the winter of 1941 after a series of robberies and assaults 
by blacks upon whites inspired white newspapers to define the illegal 
acts a “crime wave.” White New Yorkers sent a flood of angry letters to 
Mayor Fiorello H. La Guardia and Police Commissioner Lewis J. Valen-
tine. Thus, during the spring of 1942, the confluence of the crime- scare 
stories and whites’ demands for safety had transformed Harlem into a 
zone of police violence.

Home to attend his father’s funeral, Baldwin could not have known 
that less than ten years after the Harlem Riot of 1935, the area would 
explode again. But that happened in August 1943 when Harlem expe-
rienced its second racial uprising. This outpouring of anger occurred 
on August 1 and 2 after a white police officer, James Collins, shot and 
wounded Robert Bandy, a soldier on leave. Even twenty years later, after 
Harlem experienced yet another paroxysm of racial violence, Baldwin 
bore witness to the community’s unrelenting occurrences of police bru-
tality. His argument in 1943 proved even truer in 1966: “Harlem is po-
liced like occupied territory.”1

This chapter explores black New Yorkers’ encounters with violence 
between the Harlem riots of 1935 and 1943, and their demands for eq-
uitable policing. Black people’s criticisms of their experiences of under-
protection and overpolicing at the hands of law enforcement brings to 
light their efforts to challenge Jim Crow practices that defined the New 
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York Police Department (NYPD), but often remained hidden in plain 
sight. Race riots have preoccupied historians who focus on this period 
of the Jim Crow North’s history, but attention on those subjects, I argue, 
has blinded us to blacks who demanded safety as a pivotal aspect of their 
citizenship and community rights.2

The NYPD, as law enforcement and therefore agents of the state, both 
overpoliced and underprotected black New Yorkers. Black citizens un-
derstood policing as a civil right. By centering Harlemites’ demands for 
safety, this chapter illuminates blacks’ vulnerabilities to state- sponsored 
violence as conditions of Jim Crow policing in New York City. The story 
of police underprotection of black New Yorkers likely echoes across the 
entire Jim Crow North.

In the aftermath of the Harlem rebellion of March 19, 1935, triggered 
by the rumor that Lino Rivera, an Afro– Puerto Rican Harlemite, had 
been killed by the police, La Guardia commissioned an investigation 
into the uprising’s causes. The investigation’s controversial report evi-
denced a pattern of institutionalized racism in five areas: relief, hous-
ing, youth services (education and recreation), health care (and hospital 
services), and criminal justice (crime and police). The mayor concealed 
the report from the public because he feared it would damage his ad-
ministration’s reputation. On matters of racial equality, convenience and 
expedience, more than justice and democracy, motivated even the most 
liberal northerners.

La Guardia was not alone among northern liberals in prioritizing 
his own political or personal interests at the expense of black people’s 
civil rights. Newspapers in New York City provided sensational portray-
als of black criminality, but buried mundane stories about blacks who 
demanded safety from crime and police brutality. Thus, as black New 
Yorkers initiated their own anticrime drives to make up for police un-
derprotection, they checked white dailies’ stories of “crime waves” and 
“Negro thugs,” and they argued that La Guardia’s failure to remedy Jim 
Crow conditions outlined in the report perpetuated inequities.

White dailies’ racist narratives during the 1930s and 1940s served as 
ideological forebears of the “culture of poverty” thesis.3 They interpreted 
crimes committed by blacks as social problems associated with poverty, 
not inveterate conditions of the Negro race. White dailies’ crime- laden 
narratives about blacks and white citizens’ fears drove the NYPD’s 
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Jim Crow policies of overpolicing through brutality and underpolic-
ing through neglect. The way liberals policed black neighborhoods in 
Harlem and Bedford- Stuyvesant revealed less about black criminal be-
havior and more about the methods, and failures, of white liberal gov-
ernance. White New Yorkers and the white dailies constructed blacks 
as criminals and leveraged their political power to punish black citizens 
as threats to white security. Whether blacks were actual criminals or 
their criminality was just a figment of white imaginations, newspaper 
stories about crime and blackness contributed to a widespread NYPD 
practice that rendered black citizens unworthy of protection and sub-
ject to suppression.

Words became black people’s weapons against these malpractices. In 
the late 1930s, black New Yorkers initiated a letter- writing campaign, 
and the black press published a series of editorials, urging Mayor La 
Guardia and Commissioner Valentine to protect black people from rape, 
petty theft, and burglary. Black New Yorkers expressed fear of, and anger 
against, intraracial crimes, especially against black women and children. 
They argued that racism explained the NYPD’s underprotection of black 
citizens. Framing safety and police protection as a civil right, they criti-
cized the police for “Jim Crow policing.” These policies and practices 
promoted unequal protection and punishment of black citizens for no 
other reasons than the neighborhoods where they lived and the color of 
their skin.4

As blacks spotlighted police negligence, crimes against whites pre-
cipitated a law- and- order campaign. To halt the movement of blacks 
to Bedford- Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, in the late 1930s, the Midtown Civic 
League (MCL) claimed that black crime constituted a “crime wave.” 
Black Brooklynites condemned MCL’s racist allegations. After three 
blacks killed a white youth in Central Park in 1941, white dailies ap-
prised readers of the outbreak of “muggings.” By singling out and publi-
cizing crimes committed by blacks on whites, and dubbing them “crime 
waves,” white news media manufactured racial panic. Such stories ren-
dered invisible black citizens who required adequate police protection. 
They crowded out the black press’s standing demands for adequate 
police protection. These exaggerated media- driven narratives, depict-
ing black areas as crime zones, triggered a letter- writing campaign by 
white New Yorkers, who demanded that La Guardia protect them from 



46 | Shannon King

“negro thugs.” Others insisted that La Guardia favored blacks because of 
their political support in the 1941 mayoral election, and that the mayor 
failed to punish black criminals. Motivated by white dailies and white 
complaints, Police Commissioner Valentine assigned more patrolmen 
to target areas to protect white people. Police violence and harassment 
against blacks increased.5

Aghast at the mayor’s instant protection of white citizens, the black 
community mobilized to expose the color- conscious policing practices 
of the NYPD, the media- manufactured “crime wave,” and police neglect 
and brutality. Black New Yorkers explained  juvenile delinquency as a 
symptom of poverty and unequal access to municipal sources. They 
framed Valentine’s law- and- order campaign as a proxy for La Guar-
dia’s failure to enact recommendations detailed in the earlier report on 
the causes of the Harlem race riot. They demanded protection and ex-
perienced punishment. This pattern became a defining characteristic of 
policing practices and politics in the Jim Crow North.

* * *

In New York City, racism became manifest through police brutality, 
especially during Prohibition and the Great Depression, when politi-
cal and cultural discussions of urban crime served as coded language 
for the class and race differences that blackness connoted.6 Harlem, 
once the cultural hub of black America, became ground zero for two 
race riots. After the first riot in 1935, Mayor La Guardia commissioned 
a group of white and black leaders and social scientists, such as labor 
leader A. Philip Randolph, poet Countee Cullen, and Howard Uni-
versity’s E. Franklin Frazier, to investigate the cause of the riot. While 
they researched, the number of police officers in Harlem increased. The 
NYPD detailed five hundred policemen to guard the district.7

The report, Mayor La Guardia’s Commission on the Harlem Riot of 
March 19, 1935, not only pinpointed racism among white civilians, but 
in each of the five areas, it also argued that the general neglect to serve 
black citizens caused the uprising. The Pittsburgh black daily, the Cou-
rier, noted that “the report . . . holds Mayor La Guardia personally re-
sponsible for the jim crow conditions in the city.” Wary about exposing 
the culpability of his administration, La Guardia never released the re-
port. Yet in July 1936, the New York Amsterdam News, a black weekly, 
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secured a copy and printed sections.8 Thereafter, a committee of twenty- 
seven leaders of the community, including the Reverend William Lloyd 
Imes of St. James Presbyterian Church, Mrs. Mabel K. Staupers of the 
National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses, and Mr. James E. 
Allen of the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People), met the mayor on July 22 and, making a reference to 
the increased police presence since the riot, asked for the “withdrawal of 
the ‘police army of occupation in Harlem.’”9 While La Guardia claimed 
he “would not tolerate police brutality in Harlem nor in any other sec-
tion of Manhattan,” he also claimed no power over the police force, and 
that Police Commissioner Valentine was “a responsible commissioner.” 
The mayor offered Harlem’s leadership little in the way of implementing 
the report’s recommendations. He acknowledged the economic plight 
of Harlemites, but explained there was nothing he could do about it.10

After the initial meeting, La Guardia requested the committee to 
form a delegation of five that would meet periodically with him to dis-
cuss the report’s recommendations. Throughout the remainder of the 
1930s, Harlemites complained about police brutality. In 1937, the New 
York Amsterdam News charged, “Police terror in New York City must 
go.” The newspaper stated that police brutality should not happen in “‘a 
land of the free and the home of the brave.’ But it can, and does, happen 
here, even two years after the Harlem rioting and the more recent revela-
tions of the Mayor’s Commission on Conditions in Harlem.”11 Mayor La 
Guardia proved more capable of meeting to discuss social problems in 
Harlem than of doing anything substantive to alleviate those problems.

“The Spirit of Fascism” and the 1930s Crime Waves

During the late 1930s, southern black migrants and Afro- Caribbean 
immigrants, as well as black New Yorkers, moved to Brooklyn. Afford-
able housing and less congested living spaces drew them to the 
Bedford- Stuyvesant section. Between 1930 and the 1950s, Brooklyn’s 
black population tripled; Bedford- Stuyvesant became, according to the 
New York Times, “Brooklyn’s Harlem.”12 In July of 1937, the Bethel Afri-
can Methodist Episcopal Church endeavored to purchase the “white 
debt- ridden” Grace Congregational Church, at Stuyvesant and Jefferson 
Avenues in Bedford- Stuyvesant. Sumner Sirtl, the leader of the Midtown 
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Civic League (MCL), protested black settlement in that section, and 
especially Bethel AME’s attempts to purchase the white- owned church. 
According to Sirtl, “[C]ertain white realtors have the habit of renting 
houses to colored people without making any repairs thereby depreciat-
ing the value of property.” Denying racial discrimination, he charged 
that blacks neglected to request repairs to their homes. “Now, white 
people demand repairs on the houses they rent from realtors. As a rule, 
colored families don’t. Therefore, the houses run down. Slum conditions 
start. Whites move out. All because the colored people don’t demand 
their repairs. They should!”13

Throughout the remainder of the year and the decade, Sirtl and the 
MCL tried to incite fear among white Brooklynites to thwart black set-
tlement in Bedford- Stuyvesant. Besides claiming that blacks depreci-
ated property values, in November 1937 Sirtl and the MCL argued that a 
“crime wave” existed in the neighborhood. More specifically, he claimed 
that black youths had harassed, robbed, and physically assaulted white 
women and children. Sirtl, along with heads of four police precincts, 
assigned a patrol of fifty black and white police officers to the area. The 
MCL also threatened to organize a vigilante committee, which, by De-
cember, had begun practicing at a shooting range at the 106th Armory.14 
The Amsterdam News claimed that Sirtl’s alleged “crime wave” was a 
sinister attempt to thwart efforts of blacks to rent and purchase prop-
erty. More significantly, the black weekly compared the Midtown Civic 
League’s tactics to those of white supremacist organizations, such as the 
Ku Klux Klan. Comparing Sirtl and his league to the Axis powers, in 
January the Amsterdam News asserted that “the spirit of fascism [had] 
reared its ugly head in Brooklyn, in the guise of the Midtown Civic As-
sociation in the Bedford- Stuyvesant section.”15

Blacks in Brooklyn and Harlem also complained about crimes against 
blacks, especially intraracial crime against black women. Thus, while 
black Brooklynites and the Amsterdam News framed Sirtl’s clarion calls 
for crime prevention as machinations of racism, they never denied the 
occurrence of crime. They asserted that both black and white youth were 
responsible for crime, and demanded that the police department assign 
more police officers, particularly black patrolmen, to problem areas.16

By 1939, the Amsterdam News and the black community, especially in 
Harlem, had begun to challenge black ministers, civic leaders, educators, 
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and parents to halt crime among black youth. As Archie Seale, a columnist 
for the Amsterdam News, asserted, “[S]o many of our leading citizens will 
throw the blame on our present economic problem, which in reality is just 
an ‘OUT’ for them. . . . The youth of Harlem have too much freedom.”17 
Although crime was a concern for all Harlemites, the campaign also re-
flected intraracial class tensions within Harlem, particularly the Sugar Hill 
section of the neighborhood. As Enos Coyle of the Amsterdam News de-
scribed in July 1939, “[T]he once most- exclusive residential section of Har-
lem . . . today is plagued with evils of a most virulent sort— evils which, 
unless soon taken in hand and removed, threaten to wipe out the last ves-
tiges of respectability in which the section once basked.”18

Harlemites and Brooklynites were also disturbed by crimes commit-
ted against black women. In early March 1939, an anonymous person 
wrote to the New York Amsterdam News, “[T]he streets of Harlem are 
getting more and more unsafe for our women.” Highlighting the contra-
diction between overpolicing and underpolicing in Harlem, the writer 
lamented, “This is a terrible state of affairs when you consider that we 
have so many police and they cannot protect us.” Only a week later, the 
Amsterdam News reported a similar story that exposed the vulnerability 
of black women to intraracial crime.

* * *

“I ought to kill you!” spewed Mrs. John Miller’s assailant, a tall, thin 
black man, marked “with a scar on his right cheek.” According to the 
Amsterdam News, Mrs. Miller, forty- one years old, of 531 Madison Street, 
lived “in the heart of the respectable section where 200 extra police are 
patrolling the streets.” Arthur Holmes, arrested in April, violated Mrs. 
Miller on the first of March 1939. The imposing and scarred perpetrator, 
armed with a switchblade, broke into her apartment, robbed her of some 
money, forced her to the roof of the building, and made her cross sev-
eral rooftops. The “maniac,” described the black weekly, tied her up and 
brutally raped her on the rooftop of the building at 525 Madison Street. 
Noting both Mrs. Miller’s beauty and her vulnerability, the newspaper 
chastised the New York Police Department for failing to protect black 
women, and all black people, from criminals.19 The black weekly, along 
with neighborhood residents, wanted to know the status of the police’s 
investigation, but police “told Mrs. Miller’s family that they could ‘work 
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better’ if no mention of the case reached the press.” Thus, rather than 
pursuing the culprit, the Amsterdam News criticized, “[T]he police have 
been doing all in their power to keep the affair quiet.”20

Mrs. Miller and her concerned black neighbors complained about po-
lice inaction. They described what might be called “Jim Crow policing,” 
the unequal protection of black citizens, signaling the color- conscious 
policing of the NYPD. Many of the residents, noted the black weekly, as-
serted “that had a white woman been raped by a Negro every man answer-
ing the general description of the rapist would have been placed under 
arrest within 24 hours. But they felt, since it was a case which concerned 
Negroes only, police were indifferent.” Throughout the remainder of 
March and April, the Amsterdam News, the Millers, and “incensed” black 
Brooklynites persistently pinpointed the contradiction between the ex-
pansion of the police presence in Bedford- Stuyvesant, induced by Sumner 
Sirtl and the MCL, and the lackluster efforts of the police to find the rapist. 
They demanded “adequate policing,” they protested against police malfea-
sance, and they spotlighted intraracial crime and violence that rendered 
black women invisible in the enforcement of the law.21

Under Jim Crow policing, black citizens experienced overpolicing, 
which subjected them to constant suspicion of being criminals, brutal 
treatment when in police custody, and the presence of police officers 
as an occupying force in black neighborhoods that abutted white ones. 
They also received underpolicing when the NYPD did not investigate 
crimes against black citizens with professionalism or zealousness. This 
paradox revealed the racist nature of law enforcement throughout the 
Jim Crow North: black people were perpetrators of crime, but not vic-
tims of it. Police gave blacks attention as suspects standing on one side 
of a knife or a gun, but rarely as citizens confronting assailants standing 
on the other side and thus deserving police protection. In the minds and 
practices of a Jim Crow police force in New York City, black individuals 
became lumped together into a singular, dangerous, criminal entity— 
the gang, the thug, the animal, the nigger— always dangerous, always 
demanding surveillance, never worthy of respect, service, or protection.
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“Gangs of Nigger Thugs Who Molest White People”

On November 1, 1941, one of three black youths near Central Park fatally 
stabbed James O’Connell, a white fifteen- year- old, who lived at 1518 
Madison Avenue. Two days later, the New York Times ran a headline 
that read “Hoodlums Hunted in Fatal Stabbing.” Four days thereafter 
the headline read, “Crime Outbreak in Harlem Spurs Drive by Police.”22 
Following the killing of O’Connell, on November 6, Joseph Keelan, a 
thirty- two- year- old laundry worker, was found on a footpath in Morn-
ingside Park. According to the police, Keelan was probably “mugged.” 
A mugging occurred when “one member of a gang ‘mugs’ the victim by 
stealing up behind him, throwing an arm around his neck and holding a 
knee in his back. . . . [while] other members of the gang turn his pockets 
inside out and sometimes steal his clothing as well.” The Times added 
that muggings were a “favorite way of throttling a victim in Harlem.”23
Both Morningside Park and Central Park bordered Harlem’s pre-
dominantly black neighborhood. These areas, therefore, were locally 
understood and policed as racially distinct and contested spaces. As var-
ious newspapers, both black and white, noted, the stabbing of O’Connell 
occurred only ten blocks from the La Guardias’ home, on Central Park 
East. Juvenile crime had begun to incite fear among businesses in the 
black district. As the Times explained, “[M]ilk and insurance companies 
have curtailed their business in Harlem because of the repeated robber-
ies of their collectors.”24

La Guardia and Commissioner Valentine responded to the news of 
the killings, stating that they had been aware of the crime around Cen-
tral Park. Unlike the blatant racist motivations of the Midtown Civic 
League in Bedford- Stuyvesant, the killing of a white youth (and the in-
cident’s proximity to where La Guardia himself lived) ensured that the 
story would make mainstream white media, and that La Guardia would 
have to respond. The mayor explained, “[T]he matter has received at-
tention for some time. The fact that arrests were made indicates that. 
The situation is indeed a bad one. What makes it all the more difficult is 
that the crimes are committed by young hoodlums in their teens, from 
12 to 16 years.” By acknowledging the assailants’ youth, noting that they 
were “mere youngsters,” La Guardia suggested that the allegation of a 
“crime wave” was exaggerated and that he had control over the situa-
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tion. He claimed that he “personally took charge of one case,” ordering 
“strong reinforcements of police in that locality,” and was positive that 
the problem would be resolved. Valentine claimed that the police were 
on the job, and that they had augmented the police presence in Central 
Park. Yet unlike La Guardia’s color- blind description of juvenile crime, 
Valentine mentioned the race of the perpetrators and described vio-
lent crimes by adults. Highlighting the work already done, he revealed, 
“[O]nly last week two men were arrested for raping and assaulting a 
white woman in Central Park, and, as you know three Negro boys were 
apprehended in the murder of the O’Connell boy.”25

In response to the white dailies’ and citizens’ outcries, Police Com-
missioner Valentine assigned 250 more police in Harlem “to Stamp out 
Crime Wave,” and doubled patrols near Central Park. Valentine de-
scribed policing in Harlem as if NYPD patrolled a war zone. According 
to the commissioner, “[U]p in Harlem even my own men are not safe. 
You remember some time ago two policemen were attacked by two hold-
 up men in Harlem and one of the policemen had his clothing slashed, 
although they finally shot and killed the men who attacked them.”26 The 
police department, Mayor La Guardia, and white dailies directed their 
attention, resources, and police patrols to Harlem— though only to “pro-
tect and serve” white neighborhoods bordering black- occupied areas. As 
the white dailies published more and more stories of crimes committed 
by blacks against whites, manufacturing this public transcript of a black 
“crime wave,” as well as La Guardia’s alleged neglect of whites’ safety, 
white New Yorkers demanded police protection, and the punishment of 
black criminals.

The New York Times’ and other white- owned dailies’ editorials 
sparked a “moral panic” and spun a powerful narrative of black crimi-
nality among many white New Yorkers in the early 1940s.27 Outraged 
by the murder of a white youth, but also by what seemed like a tor-
rent of crime committed by blacks against whites, white New Yorkers 
initiated a letter- writing campaign demanding that La Guardia protect 
white people from black thugs. The so- called 1941 crime wave in Har-
lem, however, was framed differently than those in the late 1930s. Then, 
the Amsterdam News, Bedford- Stuyvesant’s mobilized black community, 
and black activists from various organizations across the city framed 
the rhetoric and actions of MCL and Sirtl as those of segregationists 
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and white supremacists. The crime wave of 1941, however, focused on 
white innocence and defense of white neighborhoods. The white press 
tethered stories of white victimization to the act of “mugging” and the 
epithet “hoodlum” to black offenders, portraying crime as a problem 
of governance and blackness. By insinuating that La Guardia prevented 
the police from doing their jobs to win black support, the white press 
convinced many white New Yorkers that no white person was safe.28

For many letter writers, the O’Connell killing provided an opportu-
nity to share their own personal encounters with juvenile crime, as well 
as their children’s, friends’, and neighbors’, with an official with greater 
authority than their local police precinct. Anne Kolodney, a woman 
from the Bronx, explained that a gang of “hoodlums” robbed her nine- 
year- old nephew “of a brand new football.” Kolodney had even inter-
viewed some of the kids in the neighborhood, who told her the name of 
the gang, and that they “take delight in frightening the children and have 
been known to threaten them with an open penknife.” She informed 
the mayor that she had made complaints to her local precinct, but they 
had done nothing; disappointed, she queried, “[M]ust we wait until a 
child is killed before the police will take action?” Similarly, another let-
ter writer, George Belmont from Yonkers, explained to the mayor that 
he was assaulted in August in Harlem, on 117th Street near Seventh Av-
enue. Belmont believed that “the technique employed by my assailants 
was exactly the same as that used on the late John Keelan except that 
they probably were scared away before [they] finish[ed] me up by the 
presence a hundred yards away of two unsuspecting police officers.” Bel-
mont, unlike Kolodney, identified the race of the assailants, noting that 
he was “the victim on the part of a gang of young Negroes.” Without 
using the word “mugging,” as defined by the New York Times, he used its 
description to conclude that “Keelan’s murderer may also be responsible 
for my hold- up.” But despite reporting his assault in August and again in 
October, he “received no reply.”29

Beyond reporting their experiences of crime and the negligence of 
their police precinct, other letter writers made more explicit connec-
tions among juvenile crime, race, blackness, and punishment. In a let-
ter to Mayor La Guardia dated November 7, Thomas Curtin, a white 
New Yorker, claimed that “life among the Negroes [wa]s cheap.” Conse-
quently, the perpetuation of crime— regardless of the kind— was likely 
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to result in violence, because “whether or not the potential victim’s life 
has to be taken in order to obtain the loot, is not considered.” They also 
believed that crimes committed by blacks against whites was a city- 
wide problem. As Curtin noted, “[N]ot only has Harlem been affected 
by these hoodlums, but also colored sections in Brooklyn and Queens. 
The negroes travel in cliques of three or four and pounce on their prey 
who is usually alone.”30 Many of the letter writers, like Curtin, described 
blacks not as individuals but as part of a violent mob. This discourse 
reflected white New Yorkers’, and arguably northern whites’, encoun-
ters with crime committed by blacks as well as their internalization of 
stereotypes of blacks as inherently criminal— ideas perpetuated in both 
southern and northern news outlets, popular culture, and social science 
scholarship.31

Despite La Guardia’s tepid response to blacks’ demands for more 
and better jobs, and his shelving of the report on the riot of 1935, he 
still secured the black vote with a record voting turnout of 90 percent 
in the mayoral election in which he had edged out a victory against 
O’Dwyer only days before. The temper of whites’ ire about the murder 
of O’Connell in Central Park, therefore, was also, in part, a reflection of 
the perceived political power that Harlemites and black New Yorkers 
had gained in the aftermath of the election. In a letter to the mayor dated 
November 10, an anonymous letter writer claimed, “On the eve before 
election you went up to Harlem to tell the niggers what fine people they 
are and that you of course expected them to vote for you for favors re-
ceived, such as relief etc. All of this has made the niggers unmeasureably 
bold.”32 Other letter writers agreed. Because he won the election with the 
support of the black vote, according to this logic, La Guardia somehow 
sanctioned their criminal activity. As one letter writer, with the pseudo-
nym “The Real American,” wrote, “[E]very nigger in Harlem has the 
Mayors telephone in case the Police interferes in any way with this busi-
ness whether lawful or otherwise, a nice state of affairs, in my humble 
opinion this should be brought to the attention of the Grand Jury.”33

For many letter writers, La Guardia prevented the police from fight-
ing crime and, more importantly, protecting white citizens. As one 
wrote, “[T]he present crime wave in Harlem would never have arisen if 
you had let the police take the measures which were necessary long ago. 
But you asked the police to go easy for fear there might be another riot.” 
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Some police officers, noted the Times, expressed similar sentiments: “In-
dividual policemen assigned to Harlem have often complained to news-
paper men in a district that they were hampered in doing their work by 
Mayor La Guardia’s repeated invitations to the population to report any 
instances of police oppression directly to City Hall.”34 Questioning the 
mayor’s, and especially the police department’s manhood, the writer de-
scribed the police’s behavior as “cowardly,” adding, “If the niggers cannot 
behave and leave the white people alone they will have to be treated as 
they are down south.”35 Similarly, another letter writer warned La Guar-
dia and black leaders in Harlem that “their race . . . will have to reform or 
take the consequences.”36 Thus, as crime bled into white areas, the crime 
scare overshadowed the paradox of overpolicing and underpolicing of 
black neighborhoods. As white dailies’ race- laden stories interlaced with 
white New Yorkers’ tales of black crime, whites rendered themselves as 
victims, and represented La Guardia as both negligent and corrupt. Al-
together, the preponderance of whites’ narratives of fear and insecurity 
secured what blacks’ clarion calls for safety could not— mayoral ac-
countability and police protection.

“Blitzkrieg on Harlem”

Black Harlem was infuriated by the news of the “crime wave.” While 
blacks expressed a variety of opinions on the significance of O’Connell’s 
death, Harlem was united in denouncing the allegation that there was, 
in fact, a “crime wave.” Many believed that white dailies, particularly the 
New York Times, misnamed the unfortunate recent killings and unfairly 
targeted Harlem as a war zone. One editorial in the New York Amster-
dam News described white reportage of the so- called crime wave as a 
“Blitzkrieg on Harlem.”37 As the editorial explained, continuing with 
World War II metaphors, “[T]his isn’t the first time the daily press has 
let loose its big guns, firing adverse publicity at Harlem and its people. 
But this time some of them, the Times particularly, have opened up both 
barrels, which has set many alert persons in this community to thinking 
about the motive behind their action.”38 The NAACP, like the Amster-
dam News, both criticized the Times and called for a conference to 
explore what triggered the recent string of crimes. The NAACP warned 
New Yorkers not to jump “to hasty conclusions” about the juvenile crime 
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around Central Park, and argued that the white dailies’ reportage con-
stituted “shameless racial slander and incitement to hatred and distrust 
between the races.” The Amsterdam News and the NAACP were espe-
cially troubled since both had for years zealously requested not only 
more police to stop crime in Harlem and Bedford- Stuyvesant but also 
more resources— such as better jobs, juvenile recreations, and welfare 
facilities— in the district.39

Not all of Harlem, or black New York for that matter, agreed that 
greater resources would adequately halt juvenile crime. Ebenezer Ray 
and Ludlow W. Werner, columnists at the New York Age, directed their 
attention at the black community. Werner, in his column, “Across the 
Desk,” agreed that the black community needed better- paying jobs, but 
he believed that black parents were negligent. He even went so far as to 
assert that corporal punishment was necessary to discipline children.40 
In his column, “About People and Things,” Ray stated plainly that crime 
among blacks in Harlem was a major problem. He wrote, “[W]e might as 
well be frank about it. Lawlessness in Harlem is reaching an unbearable 
point and nobody is doing anything about it.” Ray directed his criticisms 
at adult and juvenile crime; he especially censured the offensive language 
that black men and boys used around women and girls in public, pro-
testing that a man “can rarely take his wife, his mother, his sister, or his 
daughter on the streets of Harlem without a volley of indecent language 
offending her ears.” Arguably, Ray’s mention of black women became a 
way to focus on black men, for he seemed particularly concerned about 
how the usage of “indecent language” around black women reinforced 
disreputable masculinity; consequently, Ray reframed black men’s and 
black youth’s use of indecent language as a criminal act, encouraging 
“Commissioner Valentine . . . [to] add more police officers to Harlem 
armed with their night sticks, to crack the skulls of these older men 
with their foul tongues.” So, while he sincerely wanted to halt criminal 
activity in Harlem, especially against black people, crime fighting for 
Ray was an act of erasing problematic public representations of black 
manhood.41

Black New Yorkers’ letters to La Guardia reflected the complaints of 
black leadership. Adele Wist wrote to the mayor, “I read, with much dis-
gust and humiliation, that statement Commissioner Valentine made in 
The News to reporters, that colored boys are found to be perpetrators of 
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all the crime thus far com[mi]tted in that section. I think the statement 
to be unjust and would like very much to have him retract it.” Another 
concerned black citizen, H. Widgen, described the New York Times’ re-
portage as “hysterical” and like Mrs. Wist argued that “there is no crime 
wave in Harlem and [there] never was.”42

Yet Harlem’s collective denunciation of the white dailies’ smear cam-
paign and the police department’s criminalization of black youth did not 
silence the community’s critique of crime committed by blacks in Har-
lem. The black community— citizens, news outlets, civil rights organiza-
tions, and black leaders— consistently requested the New York Police 
Department to both hire more black police officers and augment police 
presence in their neighborhood. So, the murder of O’Connell was no 
surprise to Harlemites. As recently as February 1941, nine months before 
the O’Connell incident in Central Park, the New York Amsterdam News 
had “urg[ed] some kind of New Deal at the 30th police precinct, located 
on Amsterdam Avenue near 150th Street, and responsible for policing 
practically all the so- called Sugar Hill district. The immediate cause of 
our campaign was the mysterious death of two women in one week, 
both having been killed by falling from windows.”43 Thus, Harlemites 
knew that they had a crime problem, but they described it as a prob-
lem of crime, child delinquency, economic inequality, and policing— not 
their blackness.

Both Mrs. Wist and Mr. Wigden criticized the mayor and the police 
for not fighting crime and protecting black citizens in Harlem. As Wig-
den, recalling a conversation with a friend, explained, “[A] man I know 
at 2434 Eighth Avenue went out to report to the police suspicious actions 
indicating one of the roof- top robberies that are prevalent in Harlem, 
and could not find one, of course. That is my contention— the police are 
paid, but they don’t care what happens to the colored people.” For many 
Harlemites, police negligence was the problem, not black people. Yet 
like white New Yorkers, black citizens also viewed police behavior as a 
reflection of the NYPD’s racial politics.44 

So when Wigden claimed that the police “don’t care what happens to 
the colored people,” he spoke to his own and many Harlemites’ convic-
tion that the NYPD only valued and protected the lives of white people. 
As Mrs. Wist indignantly interrogated, “[D]o you think that because 
the white people of the 99th Street section and thereabouts have re-
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ceived protection ample enough for their needs that since colored boys 
are doing all the killing, robbing, etc., that the colored people of Har-
lem condone it and need no protection?” Wist and the Dunbar House-
wives League (DHL), a black women– led civic association that had 
been instrumental in the Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work campaign 
during the mid- 1930s, were especially concerned about the welfare of 
black women. As Wist noted, “[W]e need protection from these groups 
of boys, who grab pocketbooks, waylay and molest women (colored 
women), brandish and use their knives all too freely!!!” By stressing “col-
ored women,” Mrs. Wist suggested, as the black community in Bedford- 
Stuyvesant had in 1939, that black women were ignored, unlike white 
women, whom the police protected. Anna L. Moore, the president of 
the DHL, bluntly stated, “[A]ttacks have been made upon our women; 
assaults and robberies, against our men. Our boys and girls have been 
forced to use roundabout ways to and from school, in order to avoid the 
possibilities of these criminal attacks.” Mrs. Wist and Moore zeroed in 
on not only the occurrence of crime but also, and more significantly, the 
consequences of crime and Jim Crow policing. Both centered the impact 
crime had on the black community— the children, adults, and especially 
women. Thus their invocation of black women and girls, unlike Ebene-
zer Ray’s, had less to do with respectable masculinity and femininity. The 
consequence of Jim Crow policing meant that black people, especially 
the most vulnerable and often invisible, were oftentimes targets of crime. 
For the black letter writers, this policy of the NYPD’s color- conscious 
protection of white- occupied areas brought into high relief the observa-
tion that Commissioner Valentine and Mayor La Guardia were primar-
ily concerned about the welfare and protection of their white citizens.45

“This Report Is Still Unpublished”

Describing white dailies’ characterization of crime and policing in the 
Amsterdam News, L. D. Reddick, historian and then curator of the Schom-
burg Collection of Negro Literature at the New York Public Library, wrote 
that they “confuse ‘adequate policing’ with ‘police brutality.’” Reddick 
believed “the majority of residents in Harlem, as elsewhere, insist upon 
law and order,” but they were “equally insistent” that this situation should 
not be taken advantage of as a reason to instigate “a reign of terror by the 
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clubs and firearms of the police.” By conflating adequate policing with 
police brutality, the white dailies, La Guardia, and Valentine sanctioned 
police brutality. According to Reddick, the lack of municipal resources to 
improve the economic situation of the black community was the relevant 
issue. He asked, “[W]hat are the conditions which produce these mostly 
teen age ‘muggers,’ purse- snatchers and pilferers? Many of the answers to 
this question are found to be in the report of the Mayor’s Commission on 
the ‘Harlem Riot’ of 1935. This report still is unpublished.”46 White New 
Yorkers’ impression was that the mayor “asked the police to go easy for 
fear there might be another riot.”

Black New Yorkers continued to endure police violence across the 
city as blacks migrated to the city and branched out to outer boroughs. 
In February 1941, police officers shot Lindsey Weaver, a black man work-
ing as a junkyard helper, in Brooklyn. As Weaver walked home carrying 
three tires, officers Barney Shannon and William Long asked Weaver 
where he got the tires. He explained that a garage man had left them 
on the street. Officers Shannon and Long took him to the garage man, 
who verified his story, but nonetheless they “dragged Weaver away . . . 
whereupon . . . they began beating him mercilessly with their night-
sticks.” When Weaver tried to escape, the police shot him twice, in the 
right shoulder and right thigh. Once he fell to the ground, the “officers 
lunged upon him and beat him severely.”47 The Brooklyn branch of the 
National Negro Congress held several meetings at the Mount Carmel 
Baptist Church to support Weaver and discuss police brutality in the 
borough. At the meeting, the predominant message was “Free Lindsey 
Weaver,” prosecute, and “bring to justice and convict” officers who as-
saulted Weaver and other “Negro young men.” By mid- April, Weaver 
was convicted of simple assault.48

From November 1941, when O’ Connell was killed in Central Park, to 
the spring of 1942, black New Yorkers continued to demand protection 
from crime and police brutality. During May 1942, several cases of police 
misconduct involving black women and girls in Brooklyn and Queens re-
kindled the grassroots movement against police brutality. At the Brooklyn 
Regent Theater, the manager asked two black women, Mamie Cephos and 
Laura Brown, to leave the movie theater because they were “making un-
necessary noise.” When they refused to, Patrolman Dooley escorted them 
out of the theater and refunded them their money. Another officer, Pa-
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trolman Leo Murphy, “lambasted” Brown “to such an extent that she was 
unable to appear in the Pennsylvania Ave. Court on Monday morning.”49 
Weeks later in Queens, a committee of the United Negro League held a 
special hearing at Ozone Park to protest the way “detectives swooped upon 
a beauty parlor at 109– 03 Union Hall Street, Jamaica and manhandled the 
proprietress, Mrs. India Stepp.” Police officer Oscar Wiesner, who led the 
raid, apparently was given incorrect information. A concerned resident, 
Mr. Benowitz, had given the police the address of the beauty parlor be-
cause he worried that gambling, “crap” games, would jeopardize the busi-
nesses in the neighborhood, though no one was gambling. Indeed, Mrs. 
Stepp complained that “the raid affected her business.”50

On May 9, Assemblyman Hulan E. Jack wrote a letter to Mayor La 
Guardia requesting that he provide more municipal resources to remedy 
the economic plight of the black community. While acknowledging Po-
lice Commissioner Valentine’s efforts to rid Harlem of “vice and crime,” 
describing the arrests as “sensational,” Jack questioned the efficacy of 
this approach, explaining flatly that while he supported “law and order,” 
he was “unalterably opposed to any attempt to indict all of the citizens 
of Harlem and newspapers printing columns of articles that are degrad-
ing. Crime prevails in every underprivileged and poverty stricken com-
munity.” Crime, in other words, was mainly a symptom of the deeper 
problem of poverty and racism in the city, and punishing the black 
community was no way to remedy the situation. The “vicious claws of 
discrimination in employment lashing out against Negroes and Puerto 
Ricans,” he asserted, caused poverty. Schools provided inadequate fa-
cilities and were overcrowded and understaffed. Jack also believed that 
La Guardia had not gone far enough to provide blacks with adequate 
services. He reminded La Guardia of the “shelving of the 1936 report of 
the Mayor’s Commission of Harlem on the riot of 1935” as evidence that 
he had the opportunity to get at the root of the problem but La Guardia 
had not “dared to.” Harlem was “impatient.” Now was the time for the 
mayor to act. Yet if he neglected to, Jack warned, “the oppression of the 
exploiters” would destroy the morals of the community.51

* * *

Just three days after the assemblyman’s letter to the mayor, police offi-
cer Harold Reidman fatally shot Wallace Armstrong, a mentally ill 
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black man. According to the Amsterdam News, “2000 angry Harlemites 
swarm[ed] around Harlem Hospital.” The killing of Armstrong reignited 
the movement against police brutality. Although short- lived, the justice 
campaign for Wallace Armstrong symbolized the dilemma black New 
Yorkers encountered as they fought for safety from criminal activity and 
police brutality in their neighborhoods. The so- called crime wave in the 
fall of 1941 set in motion and sanctioned the formal aggressive policing 
of black neighborhoods, especially those bordering white communities. 
Once the white dailies began to broadcast stories of crime- ridden black 
neighborhoods that threatened the safety of white citizens, white New 
Yorkers furiously demanded police protection and doubted La Guardia’s 
commitment to white people. Although whites’ concern for their safety 
initiated the letter- writing campaign, the letters also reflected whites’ 
insecurity around the perceived political power of the black elector-
ate, as well as blacks’ presence in formerly all- white neighborhood and 
public places. The confluence of angry letters, incidents of crime, and 
the white dailies’ crime- wave narrative pressured La Guardia and Val-
entine to send more police officers to black neighborhoods. Because of 
the mayor’s efforts to establish law and order, the NYPD operated as an 
occupying force in black neighborhoods across the city.

Throughout 1942 and the spring of 1943, black New Yorkers’ battles 
around criminal justice had expanded from challenging the double bind 
of overpolicing and underpolicing to defending the reputation of the 
black community. La Guardia’s promise in 1936 that he would not “tol-
erate police brutality in Harlem” was never fulfilled. Yet this promise 
manufactured a narrative that the mayor was soft on crime and ignored 
black criminal activity. The truth was that police violence against black 
New Yorkers was uninterrupted, contradicting some whites’ impression 
of La Guardia’s newfound preference for and protection of the black 
electorate. What was different, however, was that now La Guardia, Val-
entine, and white citizens authorized the NYPD to punish black New 
Yorkers. Unsurprisingly, the killing of Armstrong was followed by other 
cases of police violence. In early April 1943, only four months from the 
August uprising, employing language analogous to Baldwin’s “occupied 
territory,” Frank Griffin, writing to the New York Amsterdam News, as-
serted that blacks must write letters and telegrams and organize against 
“the colonialistic policing of our neighborhoods.” Reverend Ethelred 
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Brown, of the Harlem Unitarian Church, branded police misconduct as 
an act of criminality. Recalling the catalogue of police aggression, Brown 
averred that “all these violators of law are policemen and not one was 
arrested or even suspended. Herein is their license to continue to insult, 
to beat and to kill.”52

During the next three decades, as black and Latinx populations grew 
and spread across the city, they collided against white people who used 
city officials and the “culture of poverty” thesis to entrench Jim Crow 
barriers in education, jobs, and housing. Police violence remained a sta-
ple of the city’s Jim Crow system. “Stop and Frisk” and “No Knock” laws, 
signed by New York governor Nelson Rockefeller, precipitated uprisings 
in Harlem in 1964 and East Harlem in 1967. Black and Latinx activists, 
such as the Young Lords, never trusted this legislation as true anticrime 
reform. Rather, they interpreted Rockefeller’s anticrime bills for what 
they were— policies that represented an unbroken line of Jim Crow po-
licing that sanctioned police brutality and abrogated the protection of 
communities of color in Gotham City.53
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In the “Fabled Land of Make- Believe”

Charlotta Bass and Jim Crow Los Angeles

John S. Portlock

For four decades, in the heart of South Central Los Angeles, a woman 
few now remember helped to lead the fight against California’s ver-
sion of Jim Crow. She was a newswoman— an editor and publisher, to 
be precise— and she ran the “oldest Negro newspaper in the West,” the 
California Eagle.1 From her bully pulpit she waged, as she put it later in 
life, “bloodless [and] fearless war against segregation and discrimina-
tion.”2 It was a war for which she won praise, numerous supporters, and 
even a measure of renown. Indeed, in 1952, this dedicated champion 
of civil rights became the first African American woman to garner the 
vice- presidential nomination from a major political party.

That the story of Charlotta Bass is a scant- told tale in the annals 
of twentieth- century African American history is due to a number 
of factors. The first most certainly regards geography. For almost the 
entirety of her activist career, Bass resided in Los Angeles, thousands 
of miles removed from the better- known and better- populated black 
metropolises to the east. Then and since, this fact— that she waged her 
civil rights fights in a faraway land long synonymous with dreams, not 
discrimination— has cost her visibility. Second, she was a woman, and 
although certainly as prolific as any of her male contemporaries, she 
did not at the time garner their level of attention nor has she since. And 
third, Bass was a political radical— “[s]hocking pink” was how Time 
magazine thought to describe her in 1952— and it has only been of late 
that black female leftists of the early Cold War era have begun to receive 
their scholarly due.3

Though lesser known, Bass’s story remains an important one on a 
number of counts. For starters, it reminds that California— that “fabled 
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land of make- believe,” as some blacks were wont to call it— was no racial 
utopia, that the so- called race problem that plagued New York and Ala-
bama, Texas and Michigan, also plagued the Land of Milk and Honey.4 
Bass herself remained clear- eyed about this, writing in 1949, “[T]he lot 
of the Negro in California is not as rosy as some would have you be-
lieve.”5 Her story too offers an important reminder that the Cold War, 
which opened in the mid- 1940s, did not completely snuff out black radi-
cal activity. Her politics certainly cost her readers, and organizations she 
supported were red- baited out of existence, but she was never silenced. 
In fact, one could argue that Charlotta Bass’s star never shone brighter 
than during the postwar Red Scare.

Finally, Charlotta Bass’s civil rights story offers a window on the myr-
iad strategies a uniquely positioned individual such as herself thought 
to employ in order to loosen Jim Crow’s grip on a community and on a 
nation. Unquestionably, her preferred bludgeon was the press; her Eagle 
offered unique means to cajole, shame, and convince politicians, city 
leaders, and everyday Angelenos of the need for race equity. But, Bass’s 
strategies for change extended far beyond her printing offices. This was a 
woman who founded a plethora of organizations, initiated letter- writing 
campaigns, led pickets, gave lectures, waylaid city officials, confronted 
the Ku Klux Klan, led throngs to courtrooms, took leading roles in two 
political parties, championed a third, and ran three times for political 
office, all to forward her civil rights agenda. That she employed so many 
varied strategies to topple Jim Crow remains the most powerful reason 
to know her story. Hers was without question a remarkable career of 
activism, one that began in earnest the day she stepped from a Southern 
Pacific railcar that had ferried her from back east.

When Bass, then an unmarried Charlotta Spears, arrived in Los 
Angeles in 1910, her plan was to remain only two years. She came on 
sojourn, hoping warmer climes might remedy what a doctor back in 
Providence, Rhode Island, diagnosed as exhaustion.6 As it turned out, 
she did not return east for another forty- one years. That she stayed was 
due to a number of factors, not least of which was the fact that in 1912 
Spears became the proud owner of the longest- running black weekly 
west of the Mississippi River, California’s Eagle. After two years’ work 
at the paper, Spears chose to purchase the Eagle following the untimely 
death of her boss, the paper’s founder, John Neimore. The “talk of the 
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town” when she did, Spears set out on a publishing life to defend, as she 
put it, “liberty and equality for all Americans.”7

The defense of liberty in the City of Angels was to be a tall task, 
as tall certainly as other black editors faced nationwide. Given state-
hood in 1850, California had proven a decidedly mixed bag for Af-
rican Americans from the beginning. It was a free state but one that 
had abided the Fugitive Slave Act (1850) and disallowed blacks from 
testifying in court. The state’s public schools were ostensibly inte-
grated, and had been since the mid- 1870s, but segregation schemes 
constantly lurked. In Los Angeles itself, blacks relished the highest 
home ownership rate of any other major American city (above 36 per-
cent), as well as relative residential freedom, but as in New York City, 
Detroit, and Chicago, a “black belt” would take shape in L.A. by the 
mid- 1910s. Los Angeles was a multiethnic city— with Mexicans, Japa-
nese, Chinese, and Native Americans, as well as blacks and whites— 
and it was said that blacks felt the tinge of racism far less, here than 
elsewhere, as white animus fixed far more “upon the Oriental.”8 And 
yet clear indications abounded that any buffer was paper- thin. For 
example, the accepted shorthand for L.A.’s Chinese neighborhood was 
“Nigger Alley.”

A mixed bag L.A. remained when Charlotta Spears took over at the 
Eagle. Black male employment, thanks to the “open shop,” was healthy. 
So was black education, with literacy rates in the city an astounding 95 
percent.9 Signs, however, abounded that black fortunes were trending 
not upwards but downwards in the city. These included but were not 
limited to a rise in police brutality, creeping housing discrimination, 
and a growing number of incidences of segregation. That this new real-
ity showed itself when it did hardly surprises given demographic shifts 
taking place at the time. Where in 1900 the total black population of 
L.A. stood at 1,817, the number in 1912 topped 9,000 and was well on its 
way to over 15,000 by 1920.10 At the same time, those claiming Japanese 
and Chinese descent were shrinking as a share of the total population. 
Over 4 percent in 1900, by 1910 those of Asian descent made up less than 
2 percent of L.A.’s total population. And finally, the number of those 
identifying as white ballooned in 1910 to well over 480,000 from less 
than 100,000 a decade before. What all of this amounted to was a city in 
which Asians were becoming less visible, blacks if anything a bit more 
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so, and whites, many of whom notably hailed from the Jim Crow South, 
increasingly powerful.

The new editor had big shoes to fill when she assembled her staff and 
set out on her quest to cover what she dubbed the “more important issues” 
of the day.11 By the time of his death, John Neimore was an icon and his 
paper “the pride of the Negro people.”12 The Eagle was a veritable institu-
tion in the city and Neimore himself a giant. Many then and since credited 
him with drawing black southerners out of Dixie and to the Promised 
Land of the West. In addition to his boosterism, Neimore also worked 
tirelessly to keep Jim Crow out of Los Angeles, his efforts culminating 
in the passage of an antidiscrimination bill— the Dribble Bill— he helped 
usher through the California state house.

Bent on further blazing the trail her mentor had begun, Charlotta 
Bass, who in 1914 married her co- editor and midwestern newsman, Jo-
seph Bass, got right to it. An early chance for California Eagle readers 
to glimpse the style and substance of their new editor came in winter 
1914– 15 as Hollywood’s D. W. Griffith readied the release of his much- 
anticipated film, The Birth of a Nation. (In 1914, the newly married Joe 
and Charlotta Bass also added the state name to the paper’s title.) Like 
the rest of black America who thought the racist and incendiary mo-
tion picture a frontal assault on the “moral dignity of six million” blacks, 
Bass protested. In the Eagle, she called on theaters to pull the film, for 
civic organizations to condemn it, and for black actors to refuse roles, 
arguing that Griffith’s cinematic manifesto of Reconstruction could only 
serve to “stir up race hatred.”13 The film, of course, went ahead, becom-
ing a blockbuster and winning high praise from none other than Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson. For her part, though Bass did not succeed in 
preventing the release of The Birth of a Nation, she could lay claim— 
and did in her memoirs— to having effected a modicum of change as 
regards the film. Recalled the editor in 1960, “We did not succeed in 
stopping production, but we did achieve some small progress by forcing 
Griffith to cut some of the most vicious attacks against the morals of the 
Negro people which had been in the early rushes, in the early reels, of 
the production.”14

Three years later Bass was at it again, this time turning her ire on 
L.A. County Hospital, where she found not a single tax- paying black 
Angeleno in the employ of this publicly-funded institution. Irate, she 
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covered the issue, but also sought a meeting with the local Board of Su-
pervisors to discuss among other things the possibility of black women 
being brought on as nurses. Here Bass spotted a golden opportunity to 
improve black female employment in Los Angeles, which was almost 
wholly limited to domestic work. A meeting eventually happened, and 
the supervisors in the end proved amenable to two courses of action, 
the first being the hiring of black female custodians so long as Bass was 
willing to vet applicants first, and the second being assurances that some 
of these very same pre- vetted candidates would be considered for nurse 
training and employment “at some future date.”15 While certainly not an 
unqualified success, the meeting did bear fruit, and also demonstrated, 
as had her protest against Griffith’s film, that the Eagle editor was more 
than willing to use her bully pulpit as a battle axe against employment 
discrimination. Of her work to pry open County Hospital, Bass re-
called that it stood as a high watermark in early efforts to “establish a 
healthy climate industrially, socially, and politically for Negroes in Los 
Angeles.”16

Ten years in, then, the Eagle’s nearly sixty thousand readers nation-
wide knew who they had in Charlotta Bass— a fearless crusader for jus-
tice who welcomed conversation if not conflict with Los Angeles power 
brokers to secure justice and opportunity for the city’s black residents.17 
Readers also knew what they had in their Eagle. Headquartered and 
published on L.A.’s Southside along Central Avenue, the Eagle was an 
eight- page journal (until the mid- 1920s when it went to twenty pages) 
that teemed with story and protest. Each week subscribers, who paid 
yearly dues of two dollars, could expect a front page dedicated to local 
and national topics of interest and import to the race. Representative 
was the front page from September 13, 1919, where articles on the recent 
Red Summer race riots shared space with stories on local performance 
and speaking engagements. Inside, sections included “Social Intelli-
gence,” which offered a rundown of club, group, and individual meetings 
taking place in and around Los Angeles; the “San Diego Department,” 
which reported on news from down state; and the always hard- hitting 
and political editorial page. It was race coverage black Angelenos had 
come to expect from the oldest black weekly in the state, and it was cov-
erage they knew they could not get anywhere else. They certainly could 
not get Eagle- quality coverage in the white press, of which the Los An-
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geles Times and the Los Angeles Herald- Examiner loomed largest. Both 
papers rarely ever covered blacks— less than 1 percent of total coverage, 
according to one study. And when they did, black portrayals were more 
often than not stereotypic and degrading.18 As concerned other black 
newspapers in the city, readers in truth had limited options. The Libera-
tor, which had been an L.A. mainstay since its founding in 1900, was no 
longer publishing, having been forced to shutter following the death of 
its founder, Jefferson Edmonds, in 1914. Indeed, the only viable alterna-
tive to the Eagle was the New Age. But an ownership change in 1915 saw 
this once- serious paper— Bass’s early criticism notwithstanding— turn 
to “fluff,” as one historian tells it. The title of “leading Race paper in the 
city,” then, belonged to the Eagle, a reputation the paper would solidify 
in the 1920s.19

If segregation and discrimination inside Los Angeles crept during 
the 1910s, both rose to a gallop in the 1920s. This was due in no small 
measure to the resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan, whose emergence after 
decades of seeming dormancy shook the entire country, L.A. included. 
Black residents were harassed and some injured. Bass, as usual, kept 
her readers abreast of it all. Also as usual, Bass prodded her readers 
to action. In two separate columns in 1921, readers were met with the 
following queries: “Shall We Entertain the Ku Klux Klan?” and “Can 
We Exterminate the Ku Klux Klan?”20 The tactic was textbook Bass, 
who was continually trying to inspire fellow foot soldiers in her fight 
to topple Jim Crow in Los Angeles. The fight came to one of its many 
heads in 1925 when the editor lucked into a way to shame, if not exter-
minate, the California KKK. In spring that year, Bass obtained a “se-
cret letter” penned by the Klan’s Imperial Representative of California, 
G. W. Price. In it, Price detailed just how the Klan, ahead of the May 
municipal elections in Los Angeles, planned to muzzle and discredit 
black leaders who sought to steer voters away from Klan- favored can-
didates. “We could plant a bottle of booze in an enemy’s car,” wrote 
Price, “[or] fall back on the old method of ‘a woman.’” Whatever the 
means, Price concluded that the “Negro vote” had to be “corralled.”21 
On April 10, Bass published the letter in its entirety on her front page. 
Reaction was immediate. The Eagle reported a “furor” in Watts and “a 
grand rush . . . for copies” of the paper, which quickly sold out.22 Within 
days, Price himself contacted Eagle offices to deny authorship of the 
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letter and demand a retraction. When one was not forthcoming, Price 
sued both Charlotta and Joe Bass for libel. Two months later, the editors, 
whose legal fees were paid by donation, were acquitted on all charges. 
This experience reinforced for the Basses and their readers the power of 
the press. Wrote the editors, “[I]f they [the KKK] succeed in throttling 
the press, you take away from [black Angelenos] one of their greatest 
weapons for defense and offense.”23

To win elections there were secret letters; to segregate L.A. neigh-
borhoods there was a far less discreet and far more effective method: 
the restrictive covenant. For years— from the 1880s through 1910— black 
Angelenos had been able, for the most part, to live where they pleased. 
That all started to change as the Great Migration— that steady march of 
black souls out of the South from the 1890s through the mid- 1970s— 
brought blacks in greater and greater numbers to the city. By the 1910s, 
blacks began, as Bass told it, to be moved “out of every desirable section 
of the city.”24 (This was longhand for the city’s Westside.) To do this, 
white homeowners— Klan members and not— relied on restrictive cov-
enants, i.e., deeds on homes that stipulated to whom an owner could sell. 
Unsurprisingly, blacks challenged these in court, bringing suit as early 
as 1915. One of the earliest cases Bass and the Eagle covered came in 1919 
when the Los Angeles Investment Company brought a case against black 
homeowner Homer Garrott, claiming he had no right to his Los Angeles 
property because it had a covenant on it. Though multiple courts ruled 
in favor of Garrott, the practice of covering properties with covenants 
only grew. In 1925, restrictive covenants received California State Su-
preme Court sanction, and by the late 1920s they proliferated, with a 
newly organized White Homeowners Association established in L.A. to 
lobby local and state authorities for the enforcement of these “invisible 
walls of steel,” as one black Angeleno described them.25

Aside from her vice- presidential run in 1952, it is Charlotta Bass’s fight 
against these restrictive covenants for which she is best known, a fight 
whose intensity ratcheted up in the 1920s. As she had with the KKK, 
Bass protested, and she prodded. In 1925, the same year California de-
clared covenants constitutional, she wrote state attorney general Willis 
O. Tyler to make clear her opposition to them.26 One year later the edi-
tor began to prod, chiding black Angelenos for their inaction and lack 
of unity on the issue. A February 1926 Eagle article read, “Some of black 
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Los Angeles is still sleeping . . . while white Los Angeles is working to 
keep [their neighborhoods] for white citizens.”27 Bass, who in the early 
1940s minted her own homeowners improvement association, went in 
for hyperbole here. Blacks were certainly not sleeping or unaware of 
the toll restrictive covenants and the later practice of “redlining” had 
on their neighborhoods. The number of court challenges to the former 
made this abundantly clear. Indeed, black Angelenos— Bass included— 
would not rest until the United States Supreme Court deemed restrictive 
covenants unconstitutional in 1948.

Rounding out her triad of major civil rights efforts during the 1920s 
was Bass’s work to integrate youth recreation in L.A. Indeed, one of the 
most important biographical details about Bass is that she never had 
children. This fact helps to explain her devastation over the death of her 
nephew in 1945, a loss many believed decisive in moving her politics 
leftwards. It also goes a long way in explaining the attention she gave 
throughout her life to young activists. Declared the editor in 1948, “It 
is the job of the youth to correct the evils that are sorely affecting our 
democracy.”28 It is little surprise, then, that Bass spent so much time and 
energy fighting race discrimination against children. One of her first ef-
forts in this regard began in the mid- 1920s when she and her paper took 
a leading role in attempts to provide equal access to city pools for black 
children, whose use of these municipal facilities was limited to a single 
day a week. In 1925, Bass instructed readers to fill the courtroom where 
one of the first cases against the practice was being adjudicated. “It will 
be well worth while [to] attend this hearing,” read an Eagle front page 
from October 1925, “and see whether or not the courts will uphold these 
sinister emissaries of the Ku Klux Klan by denying its very own citizens 
the rights guaranteed them under the constitution.”29 Integration of the 
pools took six years and the spearheading work of both black and white 
women. When, in 1931, the pools were thrown open to black youth, the 
Eagle called the victory a win of “gigantic proportions.”30

It was not all wins for black Angelenos in the interwar period— far 
from it. As mentioned, restrictive covenants could not be stopped. In-
deed, by the 1930s covenants had “severely circumscribed black residen-
tial mobility,” limiting blacks mainly to the “South Central” corridor of 
the city.31 Too, while city schools were on their face integrated, segrega-
tion and discrimination had a way of seeping into L.A.’s halls of learning. 
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Throughout the 1920s, the Eagle reported on “segregation scheme[s]” 
being planned by the city, and in the 1930s and early 1940s a slew of inci-
dents of discrimination occurred, capped off by the mock lynching of six 
black students at Fremont High School in South L.A.32 The chilling and 
heinous act had Bass asking whether the racial mores of Alabama had 
made their way to Avalon Boulevard— Fremont High School’s address. 
And though Bass would open an investigation “to fight tooth and nail 
to make the educational authorities of this city conduct a penetrating 
probe into this whole affair,” city schools only grew more segregated in 
the coming decades.33

And then there was police brutality, a reality in the 1910s when Bass 
arrived, and an issue more than fifty years later that would ignite the 
Watts riots. The Eagle reported constantly on police misconduct and 
abuse. And not only this, but in 1945 when Bass made her first go at elec-
toral politics, entering the race for city council, the editor campaigned 
on the issue. Neither was Bass shy about going straight to Chief of Police 
R. Lee Heath. She did just this in 1924 after two black youths came to 
her with allegations of mistreatment by law enforcement. Accosting the 
chief outside his office, Bass wanted to know if “Mississippi and Georgia 
methods” of policing were to be used in Los Angeles.34 Heath’s rebuff of 
Bass that day suggested the answer.

“Wins” and “losses” aside, what is clear about the first two decades 
of Bass’s tenure is that the Eagle proved not only the community’s best 
news source but also its strongest advocate. What has to strike any 
chronicler of Bass or the Eagle are the number of times a victim of po-
lice misconduct, race discrimination, and the like came to her offices to 
tell his or her story, figuring that if anyone could do something— print 
the story, open an investigation, etc.— Charlotta Bass could. This is what 
happened in October of 1924 when the two aforementioned boys met 
prejudicial treatment at a local drug store and then at the hands of L.A. 
police.35 This is how in 1933 Bass was made aware of segregation at the 
new County Hospital building.36 And it was how, during the Second 
World War, she got hard evidence that the KKK was recruiting in the 
Los Angeles shipyards.37 Informants and victims alike came to Bass for 
at least two reasons. First, she could give a story legs, thanks to her more 
than 17,500 subscribers citywide.38 Second, aggrieved and concerned 
Angelenos knew that, of all people, Bass might be able to right their 
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wrongs. She did after all have a seat at so many of the “high tables” inside 
the city— as well as quite a few outside L.A. In her lifetime, Bass served 
as lady president of the Los Angeles branch of Marcus Garvey’s Univer-
sal Negro Improvement Association, sat on the executive board of the 
Los Angeles branch of the NAACP, presided over the Los Angeles arm 
of the National Negro Congress, and was a national board member of 
Paul Robeson’s and W. E. B. Du Bois’s Council on African Affairs. Maybe 
most importantly, though, for black Angelenos, Bass had the ear of nu-
merous Los Angeles city officials, including Republican mayor Frank 
Shaw, whom she counted a close ally in the 1930s.

Bass’s influence, however, did not go unchallenged. Never was this 
more apparent than in 1933 when one of her own protégés, a young man 
from Kansas City, Missouri, began his own race paper. From its incep-
tion, Leon Washington’s Los Angeles Sentinel fashioned itself the antith-
esis of the Eagle. Where the former went in for brash and bold, the latter, 
as it had for decades, prided itself on being a practitioner of respect-
ability politics. Case in point: during the throes of the Depression, as 
black Angelenos struggled to win a livable wage, the Sentinel endorsed 
aggressive labor tactics and enthused at the efforts of the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations to organize blacks. Bass, for her part, classed 
the CIO “high powered, well- paid Communistic agitators,” and advised 
blacks to do as she had long done: meet, negotiate, letter write, even 
make pledges not to “Buy Where You Can’t Work”— a campaign she 
helped to bring to the city in the early 1930s.39 All were tactics that had 
borne fruit for Bass over the years, including the successful integration 
of the workforces at County Hospital and the Southern Telephone Com-
pany in 1936. But past successes were not all that motivated her to throw 
cold water on the Sentinel playbook; fear did as well. Rightly, Bass was 
concerned over the influence communism was having on blacks at the 
time. “[T]he masses,” she wrote in 1932, “are slowly but surely turning 
their faces and their political hope of independence toward the Commu-
nist party.”40 For a devout woman, a capitalist, and a champion of what 
she termed “Americanism,” this was anathema; hence the Washington 
program had to be challenged.41

The two papers also sparred over politics, with the Sentinel swinging 
Democratic and the Eagle leaning Republican. (Though she did not al-
ways vote Republican, Bass registered Republican until April 1948.) Dur-
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ing President Roosevelt’s first term, Bass had little patience for the New 
Deal, regarding the legislation as shot through with racism. Republican-
ism, however, was falling increasingly out of favor among black voters 
inside and outside L.A. When Bass failed to support victorious state and 
local Democrats, as in 1934 when she opposed the popular California 
assembly candidate from her district, Augustus Hawkins, she appeared 
out of touch. Competitors though they were, both editors respected each 
other. In 1936, Washington even found occasion to admit that while he 
and Bass had not “always seen eye to eye . . . on matters of policy,” he 
never doubted that his competition “fought to the best of its ability for 
the ideals which its editors believed.”42

Politics and much else changed for Bass during the Second World 
War, a conflict that transformed her city as well. For L.A. the war 
brought a new flood of migrants, blacks among them, all come to taste 
of the opportunities war industry was making possible. The Eagle, in its 
time- honored role as community advocate, did its mightiest to make 
sure all— newcomers and not— had equal access to jobs in the ship-
yards and the aviation plants, and that the unions represented black 
interests as determinedly as they represented white interests. This 
commitment had the paper fighting union segregation, as it did in 1943 
inside the Boilermaker’s Union. It had the Eagle supporting federal ef-
forts under the newly passed Fair Employment Practices Committee 
(FEPC) to stamp out racial discrimination inside war industries. It had 
Charlotta Bass in particular working with local partners to open war 
industries not only to black men but also to black women, a victory 
she won in 1942. And finally it had the editor engaged in multiethnic 
coalition building to secure for black, Mexican, and Asian Angelenos 
the milk and honey L.A. ostensibly promised. “The Negro people in 
Los Angeles, and other California minorities,” Bass recalled of the war 
years, “knew what they were fighting for, and they continued in battle 
against the forces in and out of government which kept them second 
class citizens.”43

The change the war worked on Bass showed in her politics. Never 
blind to the importance politics, national and local, played in the realm 
of civil rights, she followed her nose, and in six years— from 1942 to 
1948— went from the Republican fold to the newly minted Progressive 
Party. Everyone seemingly had an explanation for her transformation, 
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some seeing rank opportunism, others pie- in- the- sky idealism, and still 
others a clear- eyed effort to advance black civil rights. Bass certainly 
claimed the latter. What we do know for certain is that the transforma-
tion began when she could no longer ignore Republican harboring of 
racists.44 Abandoned, as she saw it, by the party of Lincoln, she fell in 
among the Democrats, heartened by the fact that their standard-bearer, 
President Franklin Roosevelt, appeared at least a sometime friend of the 
race, and that his New Deal continued to do such good for blacks. Bass 
was also won to the Democratic Party because she believed— as she had 
for some time— that an end to Jim Crow at home necessitated freedom 
for the oppressed abroad. Wrote the editor in October 1942, “[W]e see 
the struggles of the Negro people of America inextricably bound to the 
struggles for freedom of the people of the world.”45 For a woman of such 
mind, FDR, co- author of the 1941 Atlantic Charter, appeared to be an 
obvious political ally.

Then came the Cold War. As the Democratic Party baton passed from 
FDR to Harry Truman, Charlotta Bass again grew wary, this time not 
only of racists— long a powerful constituency inside the Democratic 
Party— but also of anticommunists. As Bass saw it, the Red Scare that 
swept the country in the wake of the Second World War, fanned by both 
Democrats and Republicans alike, augured poorly for blacks. Indeed, 
as early as 1945, black Angelenos felt the effects of anticommunist zeal. 
That year two racially progressive initiatives, a proposed interracial rela-
tions council and a California version of the federal FEPC, went down 
to defeat after both were pilloried in the white press as communist plots 
meant to incite a race war.46 And while California State Democrats 
supported these measures, Democrats nationally— President Truman 
included— were doing little to calm anticommunist feeling, a feeling that 
all too often labeled that which was racially progressive “red.” And so, 
when the opportunity presented itself to join herself to a new party, one 
claiming the mantle of FDR liberalism, as well as civil rights and peace, 
Bass jumped, becoming a Progressive in 1948.

Bass’s advent into the Henry Wallace– led Progressive Party in 1948 
marked the beginning of her most potent period of activism. Under the 
Progressive flag, whose black adherents included W. E. B. Du Bois, Paul 
Robeson, Shirley Graham, and a young Coretta Scott, she ran for Con-
gress in 1950. Under it once again in 1952 she ran for the vice presidency. 
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It was during this period as well that Bass won for herself not only a na-
tional but an international platform. That the Eagle editor pledged herself 
to the Progressive cause, one that championed an end to war, an end to 
racism, and an end to colonialism— as well as a universal income and 
health insurance for all— should surprise no more than her earlier deci-
sion to join the Democratic fold. As regarded war, Bass had reported on 
two, and though she gave her and her paper’s support to both First and 
Second World Wars, she knew their horrors. She knew the toll war took 
on families, having lost her own nephew, American GI John Kinloch, at 
the Battle of the Bulge in 1945. She also knew the increased domestic racial 
tensions that attended these wars. During the First World War— and in 
its immediate wake— she covered the torrent of race riots that swept the 
country, and two decades later, during World War II, she again covered 
similarly heinous rioting in Detroit, Michigan, and Harlem, New York. 
That Bass would cast “the fight for peace [as] one and indivisible with the 
fight for Negro equality,” as she did in her vice- presidential run in 1952, 
makes sense.47 With regard to Progressives’ antiracism, this was what had 
many blacks, not only Bass, willing to give the party a hearing. And fi-
nally, as concerned the party’s anticolonialism— a policy priority Progres-
sives shared with FDR— Bass had long advocated self- determination for 
those under the thumb of imperialism. In 1921, she arranged to travel to 
the Second Pan- African Congress but was unable to attend on account 
of funding. And throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Bass lobbed criticism 
at multiple presidential administrations for inaction in the face of Euro-
pean imperial excess. As Bass saw it, black American freedom could not 
be decoupled from colonial freedom; the two were, in the time- honored 
assessments of black radicals— Bass included— indivisible.

As Bass’s politics went, so went her Eagle. The content of the paper 
began to shift, as the editor and her ideologically compatible staff gave 
more and more attention to the Cold War, to happenings in Europe, to 
nuclear proliferation, and to the winning of peace, which Bass believed 
required dialogue with and conciliation to the Russians. The fact that 
their paper was changing frustrated, even angered and dismayed, some 
readers. (Some quit their subscriptions over what they felt was Bass’s 
too- soft approach to communism.) In May 1947, Bass heard from one of 
this number— a friend in fact— who demanded to know why the editor 
continued to opine week after week about war and peace and not Jim 
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Crow and racial injustice. In response, the editor in her weekly “Side-
walk” column explained, “We would send guns and tanks to China to 
defeat the Communists [but] would not make laws that would [end] 
discrimination in education and industry in our own country.” “We use 
tax money,” Bass continued, “to run down spies, to establish loyalty test 
committees [but] we do nothing at all about building homes for those 
who cannot afford to pay the high rents.”48 Bass’s point, a time- honored 
one among black antiwar activists, was that American belligerence 
abroad had the potential to drain the nation of the money, motivation, 
and manpower necessary to wage an effective and winning war against 
Jim Crow at home.

Those who remained readers of the Eagle during the 1948 election year 
heard more of the same from their editor, who served as co- chairwoman 
of the Women for Wallace campaign. The election— which pitted for-
mer FDR vice president and Progressive standard-bearer Henry Wallace 
against incumbent Harry Truman and New York governor, Republican 
Thomas Dewey— proved a crucial one for blacks, and not only because 
their vote, according to Truman campaign advisors Clark Clifford and 
James Rowe, had the chance to prove decisive in November. The election 
would help clarify how blacks would orient themselves inside the new 
Cold War. It is key to recall that early in the campaign season, before 
the Democrats made heady pronouncements about “human rights” and 
added a civil rights plank of some heft to their platform, many thought, 
including many in the black press, that the race might very well swing to 
Wallace despite his bucking of anticommunist orthodoxy. Those at the 
Sentinel, no lovers of the Progressive candidate and instead supporters of 
the Republican Dewey, echoed the assessments of others— including the 
Chicago Defender and Pittsburgh Courier— when it ran a piece claiming 
that the Wallace “candidacy has an emotional pull for the majority of 
Negro voters.”49 Indeed, that pull was no better articulated than by a Chi-
cago cabbie in the spring of 1948. “Maybe I don’t stand for a lot of things 
Wallace does,” the driver told the Defender’s Horace Cayton, “but I’m 
gonna let both the Republicans and the Democrats know that I’s gonna 
vote for Wallace and I don’t care who knows it. They can call me whatever 
they want. Lots of other colored folks feel just the way I do.”50 

 As spring gave way to summer and summer to fall, however, and 
as Wallace continually refused to disavow communist endorsement of 
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his campaign, black support fell away, save from his core supporters, of 
whom Bass was certainly one. In the end, two out of every three black 
votes went for Truman, and the race hooked their hopes to a Cold War 
liberalism bent on outgunning Communists abroad and, at least osten-
sibly, securing progressive gains at home.

Unconvinced civil rights gains could ever be made with a Cold War 
raging, Bass exited the 1948 election committed still to the Wallace pro-
gram of peace and civil rights. In the waning days of 1949, Bass told 
her readership that she planned to “dedicate” the year 1950 to peace, 
and lest any of her faithful believe she was jettisoning civil rights, she 
also declared three months later that she intended to fight Jim Crow in 
California “to a finish” as well.51 This included among other things an 
effort to desegregate San Quentin prison as well as lobbying the L.A. 
City Council “to adopt an ordinance that would forbid segregation and 
discrimination.”52 An ambitious one, Bass’s program hit a serious road-
block when in late June war broke out on the Korean peninsula. Here 
again, Bass argued, was war shunting aside civil rights.

The Korean War, which her own NAACP supported, as did her cross- 
town rival the Sentinel, allowed Bass the opportunity to point out the 
contradiction for her readers that was a war to export democracy abroad 
while blacks still waited on the same at home. In June she wrote, “Amer-
ican leaders are applauding President Truman for taking such quick 
decisive action in the case of Korea. But what about the Civil Rights 
promised the Negro in [the President’s] platform back in 1948?”53 The 
next month, as the impending execution of Willie McGee, a black man 
wrongly accused and awaiting execution in Mississippi, came closer, she 
implored readers to understand that “[i]f we win the fight in Korea and 
lose the battle for justice and democracy in Mississippi, we will not have 
gained any territory in the struggle for democracy in a free world.”54 
And in August, as the FEPC went down to a Senate filibuster, Bass 
named this the “First American Casualty in Korean War.”55

Bass was quick to pin the blame for this and other civil rights set-
backs not only on Washington but also on anticommunist, pro- war 
black leaders. “Perhaps,” Bass mused in August, “if those [black leaders] 
had waxed as warm in their fight against the Mississippi lynch law, the 
Ku Klux Klan, [the] share- crop system [and] the fight for a Fair Employ-
ment Practice law . . . as they do now against those other men of darker 
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hue in Korea, they perhaps would have gained the respect of even [white 
racists] . . . [a]nd [we] would have attained our goal.”56 Instead, groups 
like the NAACP were passing resolutions to out suspected Communists 
from their ranks, moves the Eagle editorial board deemed “stupid.”57

In August, confident in the connection she saw between civil rights 
and peace, Bass left southern California on a mission overseas to 
“broaden,” as she put it, “her scope [and] awaken a new understanding 
on international affairs.”58 Her primary destination was Prague, Czecho-
slovakia, where the World Committee of the Defenders of Peace confer-
ence was taking place. The event, to which she had received invitation 
and which drew the likes of W. E. B. Du Bois, proved a three- day brain-
storming session on how to bring peace to Korea. The conference com-
plete, an interested Charlotta Bass decided to continue east to Moscow 
and the Caucasus on a fact- finding mission to gauge just how menacing 
the “communist menace” in fact was. In the end, she came away un-
convinced of its threat to world peace, claiming to have heard no “talk 
of war- making” during her visit, and also to have observed “no racial 
discrimination.”59

When Bass returned to Los Angeles in the fall, she did so as a can-
didate for Congress. Progressives had nominated her while she was in 
Paris, thinking her star shone bright enough in California’s Fourteenth 
District to make her candidacy a serious thing. And so it turned out to 
be. On a platform of “world peace, world- wide neighborliness, jobs for 
all, civil liberties, and security,” Bass ran a vigorous and impressive cam-
paign in the racially mixed district.60 It was described as “a tremendous 
4 weeks [sic] campaign for peace and Negro representation” by party 
regulars, who lauded the candidate for not only turning out the black 
vote but for drawing “people from various walks of life” to the party.61 
That she lost proved a decided afterthought.

Bass, then, was a sound choice for the second spot on the Progres-
sive ticket when she received the nod two years later, and not only for 
her ability to woo Los Angeles voters. (As her running mate, Progres-
sives chose California lawyer Vincent Hallinan.) In fact, in 1952 Bass 
no longer lived in the state. In 1951, she sold her Eagle and moved to 
Harlem, New York, where she fell in among a cadre of black female left-
ists, including Communist Louise Thompson Patterson and poet Beulah 
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Richardson, both longtime friends. As she had in L.A., Bass fast became 
a leader in her new milieu. When in 1951 Patterson and Richardson ap-
proached Bass to preside over a newly formed all- black, all- female organ 
known ever after as the Sojourners for Truth and Justice (SJT), Bass 
jumped, and in late September the group’s national chairwoman found 
herself in Washington, D.C., leading a march on Washington of 117 black 
American women. The “sojourn,” as organizers Patterson and Richard-
son called the rally, was a revelation for those who went, and another 
instance that catapulted Charlotta Bass’s political star even higher. Of the 
SJT, which was red- baited out of existence the following year, historian 
Erik McDuffie argues that it was “the most important [organization of] 
black left feminism” during the early Cold War era.62

Well- chosen though she was for the Progressives’ VP slot, Bass faced 
clear obstacles to turning blacks onto her candidacy, and this despite Re-
publicans’ and Democrats’ determination in 1952— in contrast to 1948— 
to chart a “middle ground” on the race issue.63 The Pittsburgh Courier 
put third- party chances plainly: “[The] ‘save the world’ Communist- 
dominated Progressive party will not be the tantalizing opposition to 
Republican and Democratic Presidential candidates this year.”64 It would 
not be on a number of counts. First, the Hallinan/Bass ticket lacked the 
star power Progressives enjoyed under Henry Wallace in 1948. Second, 
the nation was at war, a cold and a hot one, and few could countenance 
a vote for a party that was among other things calling for a friendship 
offering to the Soviet Union in order to ease global tension. And thirdly, 
the Progressives this time around had no monopoly on peace through 
deescalation. Both Republican and Democratic presidential nominees, 
Dwight Eisenhower and Adlai Stevenson, respectively, vied for the 
mantle of peace candidate, Eisenhower going so far as to say late in the 
campaign that he was willing to go to Korea to secure an end to the war. 
(Many thought this won him the race.)

With few giving her a chance, least of all it seemed her old rivals at 
the Sentinel, who lampooned Bass’s qualifications as “debatable” and 
her chances as nil, the candidate got right to it, addressing crowds from 
New York to California.65 (Importantly, Bass was without running mate 
Vincent Hallinan until August, when the labor lawyer won release from 
prison for an earlier contempt of court conviction slapped on him by 



84 | John S. Portlock

a judge who did not take kindly to the lawyer’s unapologetic defense 
of noted labor leader and suspected Communist Harry Bridges.) At an 
early campaign stop in Brooklyn, New York, she made clear the themes 
of her run: an end to the warring in East Asia, American demilitariza-
tion in Europe, decolonization in Africa and Asia, and an end to racism 
at home. With regard to the latter, she assured her audience of northern-
ers that race hate and terror were far from just southern phenomena, but 
rather were national crises. “Terror [does] not abide in the South alone,” 
read her speech notes from the evening. Racial terror was in Cicero, 
Illinois, the candidate averred, where a white mob the year before had 
set upon a black family for daring to reside across the city’s color line. 
It was, she added, also in California, where they “are burning crosses 
in Negro and Jewish communities.” And, according to the candidate, 
terror was “here in Brooklyn,” as evidenced by “case after case of police 
brutality.”66

On this night, as with so many others throughout the campaign, 
talk of race merged with talk of injustice abroad. In the same breath 
with which Bass chided Democrats and Republicans alike for inaction 
in the wake of the heinous murders of two civil rights workers— Harry 
and Harriette Moore— in Florida the year before, she also lambasted 
the ostensibly liberal foreign policy of the Truman administration for 
subverting the freedom dreams of the “colored peoples of the world.” 
Despite four years of the Point Four Program— Truman’s foreign assis-
tance program— “the burning cry of the African and Tunisian people 
for justice” had not been heeded, according to Bass, and a war in Korea 
still raged. So long as this was the case— that American leaders turned a 
blind eye and deaf ear to cries of self- determination of black and brown 
folk abroad— Bass remained none too convinced that black and brown 
Americans would ever know justice. For this reason, Progressives were 
pushing for “freedom— peace— and justice— for all . . . peoples.”67

On through the months, Bass continued to deliver this heartfelt if 
quixotic message. In July at the convention she stepped before thou-
sands and, according to Michael Singer of the Daily Worker, delivered a 
“masterful” and “moving” speech that reached the “heights of oratory.” 
In it, she declared she was running “because I could not leave our land 
to those who profit from jim crow slums and segregation and war.”68 
The linkage was telling and anticipated a similar observation Dr. Martin 
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Luther King Jr. made some fifteen years later— that what undergirded 
war and racism was an out- of- control profit motive that took resources 
from one population and gave them to another. Two months later, in 
September, Bass repeated this theme to a national television and radio 
audience, which according to Progressive Party leadership was “the larg-
est audience any Negro woman has ever had.”69

Inevitably, the Hallinan/Bass ticket, which appeared on just over 
thirty state ballots, went down to sound defeat in November. General 
Eisenhower took the election in a landslide, beating out Democrat Adlai 
Stevenson, to whom black Americans had given a majority of their vote. 
Within three years the Progressive Party collapsed, drained of both 
funding and morale. For Charlotta Bass, however, the election only 
ended one chapter and began another. To live out the remainder of her 
days, she returned to California, settling this time in the lakefront town 
of Elsinore. Elderly, but still bent on political and social activism, Bass 
joined herself to the struggle against South African apartheid; she went 
in for criticism of the Space Race— which she considered provocative 
and unnecessary— and she opposed the war in Vietnam. Ever the gifted 
orator, Bass also continued to speak, accepting invitation from her local 
church to opine on black history and other topics.

Charlotta Bass, who had come to California in 1910 suffering from 
exhaustion, lived until 1969, making her by some estimates ninety- five 
at her death. (An exact birthdate is not known for Bass.) That she left 
behind a sparkling legacy is undoubted. To be sure, much of that rested 
on her transformational and effectual tenure at the Eagle. In 1948 she 
wrote, “The newspaper is the greatest force for good in the community,” 
adding that the “Negro Press” in particular had a unique responsibility 
to “eliminate [the] evils that hamper the people’s progress [and] lead 
in building a highway to world peace.”70 The paper Bass put out did 
these things, simple as that. Ably and repeatedly, Bass proved the adage 
that the black press is the “fighting press.” Her legacy, though, extends 
far beyond her editorship. In addition to owning her own paper, the 
grand dame of early-  and mid- twentieth- century black journalism also 
ran three times for elective office, led a march on Washington, and even 
founded her very own cosmetics line— Charlotta, Inc. And this is to say 
nothing of all the editorials written, meetings convened, injustices ex-
posed, organizations founded, and trips taken, all in her struggle against 
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injustice. The losses, too, are part of her legacy— the political ones as 
well as others. In this way, she is no different from many a civil rights 
leader, who championed but rarely triumphed. As Bass told audiences 
on the campaign trail in 1952, “WIN OR LOSE, WE WIN.”71 So she did, 
this civil rights giant of the Jim Crow West.
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Black Women as Activist Intellectuals

Ella Baker and Mae Mallory Combat Northern Jim Crow 
in New York City’s Public Schools during the 1950s

Kristopher Bryan Burrell

Introduction

The year is 1955. Imagine a city where, in 70 percent of public schools, 
over 85 percent of the students belonged to one racial group.1 Zoning 
policies funneled children from racially homogenous neighborhoods 
into racially homogenous public schools. Residential patterns, brought 
on by racial segregation in housing, created a system whereby an 
overwhelming majority of underutilized public schools were in pre-
dominantly white areas, and the most overcrowded, overutilized schools 
were in predominantly black areas. The city’s racial and ethnic minori-
ties lived concentrated and clustered in a handful of neighborhoods. 
Thus, the demographics of public schools in those areas exhibited high 
levels of racial and ethnic concentrations clustered into specific schools. 
Imagine that this racial isolation, concentration, and clustering occurred 
outside of the city’s central commercial, manufacturing, and industrial 
districts. Such an urban school system would, by definition, exhibit 
elements of what the sociologists Nancy Denton and Douglas Massey 
called “hyper- segregation.”2 One year prior, the Supreme Court had 
unanimously declared that such a public school system was unconstitu-
tional, and that it must racially desegregate.

The above scenario of hyper- segregation described public schools not 
in the Deep South but in ground zero of the Jim Crow North: liberal, 
cosmopolitan New York City. In 1954, despite laws that forbade racially 
segregated schools, New York City had racially hyper- segregated public 
schools to the same degree as Atlanta, New Orleans, Memphis, Tallahas-
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see, St. Louis, and cities in the seventeen states that legally mandated Jim 
Crow public schools. As Tahir Butt shows in his essay in this book, racial 
segregation in Jim Crow New York’s education system followed African 
Americans all the way up through the public university.3

In Jim Crow New York, hyper- segregated black public schools were 
housed in old buildings, had staffs with fewer licensed and full- time 
teachers, and had larger class sizes. Overcrowding mandated that stu-
dents typically only attended school on half- day schedules to accom-
modate two differnet cohorts. As a result of all these inequities, black 
students usually scored lower on standardized tests.4 In fact, at the con-
clusion of their high school careers, less than 0.2 percent of black gradu-
ates were prepared to attend college.5

Activist- intellectuals in New York knew these facts. Through an array 
of organizations and social movements, they worked to ameliorate the dis-
parities produced by the city’s history of Jim Crow racism. During the de-
cade after Brown, the Reverend Milton A. Galamison waged a decade- long 
struggle for racial integration in New York City’s public schools. For years, 
the radical activist Annie Stein worked with Galamison’s Parents Work-
shop for Equality and the Public Education Association, and investigated 
how hyper– racial segregation of New York’s neighborhoods caused gross 
inequities in predominantly black public schools. During the early 1960s, 
the Brooklyn chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality staged a one- 
family sit- in at a predominantly white school to highlight the racial in-
equalities in all- black and Puerto Rican schools throughout the borough. 
During a city- wide school boycott in 1964, over four hundred thousand 
students were absent to protest the city’s Jim Crow education system. Dur-
ing the mid-  to late 1960s, city- wide movements for community control 
advanced earlier movements for equity and justice in New York’s Jim Crow 
education system. These were movements initiated and led by, for the most 
part, unsung “local” people.6 “Grassroots activists not only acted,” Jeanne 
Theoharis and Komozi Woodard argue, but they also “theorized for them-
selves and tailored global ideas to suit their local circumstances.”7 Black 
women were central to this struggle to desegregate New York City’s Jim 
Crow education system as theorists, organizers, advocates, and mothers.8

During the 1950s, Ella Baker and Mae Mallory, two black women 
activist- intellectuals, crossed paths around education inequity. Baker, 
who later helped form the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Commit-
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tee, emerged as a key activist and theorist in New York City’s battles 
against Jim Crow in schools. She organized conferences, served on 
city committees, and led key organizations.9 Mallory exercised a more 
direct- action form of protest. She sued the New York City Board of 
Education (BOE) for maintaining a Jim Crow education system. Both 
women wrote letters, made public statements, and marched. Like other 
black women activist- intellectuals in the black freedom struggle, they 
compelled city leaders to acknowledge the existence of the Jim Crow 
North. As black women, they understood that this work required an 
intellectual agility born of wide reading, organizational and personal ex-
perience, and ideological pragmatism. As needed, Baker and Mallory al-
tered their strategies, organizational affiliations, and partnerships. They 
merged revolutionary activity with adaptable praxis to combat Jim Crow 
in a region where political leaders claimed that systemic racial segrega-
tion did not exist.10

Baker and Mallory’s work as activist- intellectuals was especially im-
portant given the particular nature of northern Jim Crow racism. White 
leaders and city institutions in the North attempted to hide their de jure 
segregation in plain sight. Rather than acknowledge how racism per-
vaded policies and institutions, like public education, they argued that 
racial inequality emerged from black people’s poor behavior and culture. 
They used the South’s laws as the exemplar of racism in America, and 
pointed to the Jim Crow North’s antidiscrimination laws as evidence of 
progress. Mallory and Baker laid bare the lies that segregation did not 
exist in New York, that city leaders had nothing to do with it, and that 
nothing could be done to fix the Jim Crow North.

Just like in the South, northern cities and states relegated blacks to a 
second- class status through an effective combination of laws, policies, 
and customs. An ethos of “color- blindness,” became ensconced in north-
ern law, language, policy, ideology, and custom through the formulation 
of “de facto” segregation, a rhetorical invention that emerged after the 
Brown v. Board decision,11 and absolved northern cities of responsibil-
ity to eradicate racial segregation because whatever separation existed 
happened accidentally and unintentionally. In the Jim Crow North, sup-
posedly “color- blind” postal zones determined school districting. Re-
strictive covenants, redlining, and violence caused housing segregation, 
but “color- blindness” became a masking agent that made Jim Crow in 
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the North more elusive, although not less insidious and destructive, than 
southern Jim Crow.

The ethos of “color- blindness” helped New York’s politicians and bu-
reaucrats feign ignorance about the unequal effects of their policies on 
black citizens.12 New York’s Democratic mayor, Robert Wagner, for ex-
ample, characterized his city at midcentury as a democracy where all 
nationalities could thrive.13 City officials also refuted charges of “seg-
regation,” blaming “separation”14 on impersonal market forces. News 
media often downplayed, or ignored, widespread discriminatory prac-
tices.15 Mae Mallory and Ella Baker had to develop ways to think about 
racism in the Jim Crow North, and activist practices for fighting against 
it. They rejected the premise of de facto segregation, and called the city’s 
public school system a Jim Crow system. In doing so, Baker and Mallory 
argued that Jim Crow was national in scope.

At least four themes shaped Mallory’s and Baker’s intellectual activ-
ism against educational inequality in the Jim Crow North. The first was 
personal. Mallory had two children attending public schools during the 
1950s. Because of the inferior public schools in Harlem, Baker chose a 
private school for the niece she raised.16 Second, communal connec-
tions and relationships fueled their intellectual- activist work. Mallory 
credited female family members and teachers with fostering her agile, 
action- oriented philosophy. Ella Baker’s mother, Georgianna, was an 
abiding influence on her sense of self and duty. As a young woman in 
Harlem, Baker also developed relationships with black women activ-
ists, such as Pauli Murray, Marvel Cooke, Anna Arnold Hedgeman, 
and Dorothy Height, that sustained her and helped her grow intellec-
tually.17 Third was their education. After high school, Mallory taught 
herself about communism, black nationalism, and racial liberalism,18 
tailoring these “global ideas” to her “local circumstances” of New York 
City. Baker graduated valedictorian from Shaw University. Later, she 
studied labor history and social movements. Baker and Mallory, both 
broad learners, became strategic activist- thinkers. Last was their pasts 
as political organizers. Baker had been codirector of the Young Negroes’ 
Cooperative League (YNCL) during the 1930s, national field organizer 
for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) during the 1940s, and president and Education Chair of the 
New York NAACP during the 1950s. Mallory connected with Ella Baker 
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in the battle to desegregate schools, but possessed much less formal in-
stitutional experience, and learned most about how to mobilize people 
through her activism.

Ella Baker and Mae Mallory are part of a tradition of black women’s 
activism and theorizing.19 Their work in New York during the 1950s was 
part of an important era in the history of the city and the nation that 
challenged the notion that Jim Crow did not exist outside the South, 
and that black women could not be out front leading an effort for ra-
cial equality. Mallory and Baker helped build a movement to improve 
the quality of public education for black and Puerto Rican children by 
holding city leaders accountable for the Jim Crow school system in New 
York City.

The Need to “Move from Debate to Direct Action”

Twenty years before Brown, Ella Baker fought for school desegregation 
in New York City. During the 1930s, she collaborated with the journal-
ist George Schuyler to build the Young Negroes’ Cooperative League. 
Here, she honed her skills in the “mechanics of movement- building,” 
and molded the YNCL’s commitments to gender equality.20 During the 
1940s, she became national field organizer for the NAACP and traveled 
throughout the country. All that time, she maintained a connection with 
New York City, and in the early 1950s, Baker became the first female 
president of the Manhattan NAACP. She even ran, unsuccessfully, for a 
seat on the City Council as a Liberal Party candidate. Throughout her 
career as an activist and organizer, Baker built trust and friendships. 
She needed both during the 1950s, when she turned her attention to the 
thorny issue of school segregation in New York City.21

By the 1950s, the struggle for quality education for black and Puerto 
Rican children had been underway for two decades. Parent groups in 
Harlem, Bedford- Stuyvesant, and Williamsburg had protested against 
the city’s Board of Education (BOE) during the 1930s and 1940s. They 
marshalled evidence that proved the inferiority of their children’s 
schools. In comparison with white schools, black parents uncovered, 
black school buildings were old and in disrepair, poorly equipped, and 
lacking in books and supplies. Black students went without hot lunches, 
or school nurses. Their classrooms were overcrowded. Schools lacked 
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yards and gyms. The Bedford- Stuyvesant- Williamsburg Schools Coun-
cil found that school overcrowding led to half- day schedules, and that 
their schools lacked sufficient full- time teachers with proper certifica-
tion. Parents’ investigations also revealed that some teachers exhibited 
bigoted and racist behavior towards students.22

In 1954, Ella Baker immersed herself in organizations committed to 
fighting Jim Crow in New York City’s public schools, which connected 
her to a broad network of activists and intellectuals. She chaired the 
Manhattan NAACP’s Education Committee, and, along with Dr. Ken-
neth Clark, the prominent child psychologist, she served as a member 
of the Intergroup Committee on New York’s Public Schools (IC). Baker’s 
involvement in established institutions, and her diverse connections to 
activists who may have disagreed in their political philosophies (some 
were Marxists, others were liberals, others were black nationalists) but 
remained united on the need to break the power of New York’s racially 
segregated education system, signaled her ability to facilitate pragmatic 
political solutions. To become an effective activist in the fight against 
Jim Crow schools in New York City, Baker needed to possess strong but 
nimble ideals, and deep appreciation for practical outcomes.

The IC, an umbrella organization representing groups concerned 
for the welfare of New York City’s children, became an important labo-
ratory for Baker’s idealism and pragmatism.23 In April, she and Clark 
organized a conference entitled “Children Apart: The Effects of Segre-
gation on the Educational Future of Young People in New York’s Pub-
lic Schools.” Clark delivered the conference’s keynote address, which 
outlined the existence of racially segregated schools in the city. Clark 
argued, “There is strong suggestive evidence that the educational stan-
dards and achievement of Negro children in the New York City Public 
Schools are declining [compared to the 1930s].”24 Baker helped organize 
the conference’s events, and drafted some of the literature distributed to 
the nearly two hundred activists, social workers, educators, and parents 
in attendance.25 The information illustrated the BOE’s willful neglect 
of black students, as “some Negro children [had] been illegally placed 
in classes for the mentally retarded.”26 A few weeks later, the Supreme 
Court handed down Brown I.

The Brown decision signaled to Ella Baker that the time had come to 
“move from debate to direct action.”27 Conferences and debates among 
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her NAACP colleagues had value, but not at the expense of tangible on- 
the- ground activity. For Ella Baker, the purpose of the “Children Apart” 
conference was not just to expose the Board of Education’s intentional 
disregard of black and Puerto Rican youth but also to prime the partici-
pants to act on the Supreme Court’s ruling.28

Baker was certainly ready to move, even if the national NAACP 
was more hesitant in “liberal,” “color- blind” New York. The national 
NAACP’s litigation had focused on the South, and national leaders 
wanted to maintain amicable relations with city leaders.29 Baker pushed 
for changes to public education that included much more than desegre-
gation. Her idealism connected an end to Jim Crow in New York City’s 
public schools with better child- welfare policies and community in-
volvement in improving public education for black and Puerto Rican 
children.30

In her battle against Jim Crow in New York, Ella Baker worked hard 
to get close to the levers of political power without compromising her 
activist idealism. To improve the quality of education for black youth, 
Baker accepted a position on the BOE’s Commission on Integration. 
Baker and Kenneth Clark were two of the thirty- seven people tasked 
with examining all aspects of the public school system and providing 
recommendations to improve the schools. Baker was not so naïve as 
to believe that she had been appointed for altruistic reasons. She un-
derstood that she had been chosen, in part, to blunt her criticisms of 
the BOE. Baker accepted the appointment, nevertheless, and worked on 
reports for the subcommissions on zoning and teacher placement.

In the next year, the Public Education Association (PEA), and the 
BOE’s own Commission in Integration (CI), issued statements that 
highlighted unequal conditions throughout New York City’s schools.31 
While the reports were controversial, it was impossible to deny what 
black activists had pointed out for years: the BOE systematically harmed 
black and Puerto Rican children by perpetuating a Jim Crow public edu-
cation system.

Black and Puerto Rican children, in addition to encountering dilapi-
dated facilities and less qualified teachers, suffered from a less rigorous 
curriculum. There were fewer classes for “gifted” children, black children 
were more likely to be put into “retarded” classes, and teacher expectations 
of intellectual capacity were often much lower of black and Puerto Rican 
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children than of white children.32 While white children circumvented 
zoning restrictions to avoid attending predominantly black schools on 
the borders of their districts, black and Puerto Rican students remained 
virtually locked into inferior schools with few means of escape.33

When it came to turning any of the CI’s recommendations into BOE 
policy, such as redrawing school zones to encourage integration or mov-
ing teachers to correct imbalances in teacher staffing, the BOE balked.34 
For example, although the Board of Education established a Central 
Zoning Unit in July 1957 at the CI’s suggestion, Superintendent Jansen 
gave it no authority to implement the recommendations of Baker’s sub-
commission. Zoning decisions remained in the hands of district super-
intendents, and permissive zoning for the purposes of integration was 
not permitted. The “neighborhood school” policy remained in effect. 
Rose Shapiro, the chair of the zoning subcommission, asserted that the 
zoning report was “altered substantially after the public hearing.” Other 
commission recommendations were also ignored.35

So, Baker pursued educational and child- welfare policies through the 
NAACP, and as a member of the Commission on Integration, but also 
as the head of Parents in Action Against Educational Discrimination 
(PAAED), a grassroots organization of black and Puerto Rican parents 
that she would mobilize in Harlem. Her involvement on the CI and the 
NAACP honed her skills and intellect as a pragmatist, and her leader-
ship within the PAAED readied her for direct action in a more con-
frontational fight against Jim Crow New York. The direct- action protest 
involved different types of activists from the ones, like Clark, whom 
Baker worked with to craft policy proposals and study the nature of New 
York’s Jim Crow public school system. Direct protest against racial seg-
regation in New York City’s schools relied on countless “local people”: 
civic agitators who insisted that racism in schools hurt black children 
and that black children deserved better treatment and opportunities. 
Perhaps the most important example of such an activist in New York 
City during the 1950s was Mae Mallory.36

Becoming a “Troublemaker”

Mallory spent the early years of her life in Macon, Georgia, where she 
dealt with racism and white supremacy, but people encouraged her to 
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stand up for herself, and to believe she was as good as any white per-
son. When she was three years old, a white female store owner tried to 
feed her and other black neighborhood children cheese crawling with 
maggots. Mallory slapped the tray out of the woman’s hand. The store 
owner then slapped Mallory, who ran home to her adult cousin. Mallory 
told her she was crying because the store owner’s daughter and Mal-
lory’s cousin commanded the little girl not to return home until she had 
hit the white girl back. When Mallory complied, fifteen police officers 
showed up at her cousin’s home. Instead of backing down, Mallory’s 
cousin protected her. She told off the police for responding in such an 
absurd way to the actions of a toddler. The experience taught Mallory, at 
a very young age, that black people deserved respect.37

Mae Mallory’s first elementary school principal also made sure that 
her pupils possessed self- esteem. “[T]his woman said to us that we had 
to stand tall,” Mallory remembered. “She said that the children that 
came from her school would face the world with their heads high, their 
shoulders thrown back and they would walk to the tune of ‘The World 
Is Mine, The World Is Mine.’” The gravity of what this black woman 
instilled in her charges sunk in as Mallory matured. Mallory came to 
realize that a person’s environment, especially his or her communities 
and schools, shaped what kind of person he or she became.38

Mallory developed her defiance and sense of self- worth after her 
mother moved the family to Brooklyn in 1939. In Brooklyn, Mallory 
dealt with racial stereotypes in school. On her first day, because she 
came from Georgia, Mallory’s white teacher assumed she had picked 
cotton. When Mallory told the teacher she had never picked cotton, and 
that her assumptions about southern blacks were incorrect, the teacher 
dismissed Mallory and refused to readmit her without her mother.39 In 
high school a teacher told Mallory to sit in the last row because of her 
race, and Mallory refused.40 These instances of self- advocacy predis-
posed Mallory to stand up for her own children when they experienced 
racial inequality in school.

Mallory’s activism fit into her life as a working- class, single mother of 
two children. During the early 1950s, Mallory saw that Communists in 
New York fought for workers’ rights and against racial discrimination. 
Her affiliation with the Communist Party in New York was brief, but it 
expanded upon the knowledge she gained from family and community, 
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and strengthened the intellectual basis upon which she thought about 
activism against structural discrimination. She dabbled in organizing 
with black nationalists, but found their inactivity and politics around 
gender unsatisfying.41

Mallory moved between and within different groups. While she never 
settled on one ideology or approach as the only way to combat northern 
racism, her children’s experiences made Mallory focus her activist ener-
gies on the city’s Jim Crow school system. One day Mallory’s children 
came home from school and said their friend had been run over and 
killed outside the school. When Mallory investigated the incident, the 
principal speculated that the bereaved mother was better off. The dead 
child meant one less mouth to feed. The principal made sure to mention 
to Mallory, however, that the school’s “Sunshine Club” had taken the 
mother of the dead child groceries.

The meeting incensed Mallory. How dare this man compare a bag of 
groceries to a black child’s life! The principal’s callousness opened her 
eyes to the school’s dilapidated conditions and terrible smell. She learned 
that the building had two broken toilets for 1,650 students. Janitors ir-
regularly used water to wash away the urine and excrement.42 Why did 
children attend a school like this? Mallory asked the principal. What was 
the principal doing about student safety and the building’s condition?

His answers failed to satisfy her, so Mallory took matters into her own 
hands. Mallory traveled to Albany to see Harlem’s state assemblyman, 
James C. Thomas, and she told the entire assembly about conditions in 
her children’s school. Her making noise in Albany inspired the principal 
to fix the bathrooms. He then assailed Mallory as a Communist and a 
“troublemaker.” The principal wanted other parents to ostracize Mal-
lory. “I hadn’t related communism to the schools,” Mallory said in 1970. 
“I had only related communism to jobs.” But in New York during the 
1950s, in the eyes of people who defended racial inequalities, Mallory’s 
advocacy for black children’s rights, or her work to ameliorate racist 
practices within an institution, like her child’s school, was tantamount 
to advocacy of communism. Mallory was not cowed and did not cave in 
to these intimidation tactics. They emboldened her.43

Tired of empty talk, and desirous of substantive changes beyond two 
repaired toilets, in 1956 Mallory and twelve other Harlem mothers formed 
the Parents Committee for Better Education (PC). The group demanded 
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the improvement of conditions in Harlem’s schools. The PC quickly grew 
to four hundred members. It documented deteriorating conditions in 
public schools and secured other forms of evidence that showed inferior 
educational practices in black neighborhoods.44 “We were demanding a 
fair share of the pie, that our children be educated the same way as every-
body else’s,” Mallory recalled. She and the PC “decided that we would do 
something rather than just sit and complain among ourselves.”45

Challenging City Hall

During the 1950s, Mallory surmised that many New Yorkers prob-
ably believed the maxim, “you can’t fight city hall.” But she and Baker 
proved how, in her words, “you can challenge city hall.”46 Mallory and 
Baker mobilized Harlem parents. Ella Baker worked on multiple fronts. 
In developing PAAED, Baker created an organization to implement a 
movement- building philosophy. With Parents in Action she showed 
parents how to become leaders themselves. Baker never developed dog-
matic, doctrinaire approaches to activism. “New York City didn’t act 
right after the ’54 decision,” she said. “It didn’t have any reason to act so 
you had to help it realize it. I was asked to serve on the Mayor’s Commis-
sion. They finally discovered the city wasn’t integrated.”47

That realization did not result in significant policy changes, however. 
In the three years after Brown, Baker and others became frustrated. They 
considered superintendent of schools William Jansen, and the entire BOE, 
to be untrustworthy on matters of racial segregation in the city’s schools. 
The BOE refused to implement proposals like permissive zoning, which 
would have allowed students to attend schools of their choice outside their 
residential districts. In September of 1957, the BOE only adopted permis-
sive zoning on a very limited basis. Permissive zoning would only apply 
to high schools, and the schools had to have seats available, though there 
would be relatively few since school was just about to begin.48 Over the 
next few years, it became increasingly clear that the BOE was not inter-
ested in facilitating school integration, as the board was not implementing 
the policy recommendations of its own subcommissions. Few permissive 
transfers were granted and primarily at the high school level.49

Throughout 1957, PAAED pressured Mayor Wagner and Superin-
tendent Jansen, and accused them of using the same strategies of ob-
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struction that southern school boards employed to resist implementing 
Brown. Throughout the summer of 1957, Mallory’s Parents Committee 
and Baker’s PAAED, along with the Negro Teachers Association, worked 
together to recruit parents into the struggle, and request meetings with 
the mayor. Both groups planned to stage a protest that September.50

Ella Baker organized weekly meetings of parents throughout the city, 
“getting them to deal with the question of their schools, what was hap-
pening to their children.”51 Mae Mallory pointedly told Superintendent 
Jansen that her daughter’s school was “just as ‘Jim Crow’ as . . . [those] . . . 
in Macon, Georgia.”52 Activist- intellectuals such as Baker and Mallory 
argued that racial school segregation was not unique to the South. By 
calling it Jim Crow, Mallory identified with accuracy and anger that the 
BOE consciously designed and maintained a racially segregated school 
system.

During the fall of 1957, as city officials’ obstructions and delays con-
tinued, and activists’ frustration mounted, parent activists marched. 
Their interpretation of the social and political situation signaled for 
them that nothing short of public action would move the needle of pub-
lic opinion, or stimulate those with power to act, in ways that recog-
nized the disadvantage that the city’s Jim Crow education system put 
upon black students. On September 19, 1957, PAAED staged its rally to 
draw greater attention to the campaign. The New York Times gave poor 
coverage of the protest. Its reporter contended that only one hundred 
protesters participated, but Baker led a picket of over five hundred black 
and Puerto Rican parents in front of city hall to protest the beginning 
of another segregated school year.53 PAAED called on the mayor for an 
equal share of experienced teachers compared to white schools, the end 
of part- time school days, smaller class sizes, a standard curriculum at 
each grade level, more remedial teachers, and the removal of the neigh-
borhood school concept where it hindered immediate integration.54

Rather than recognize these conditions as products of a racist sys-
tem, Superintendent Jansen instructed PEA researchers to use the word 
“separation” in their final report instead of the word “segregation.” The 
word choice was tantamount to a denial that Jim Crow existed in New 
York City.55 Official blindness to New York’s Jim Crow system and their 
refusal to call racial segregation by its rightful name maintained New 
York as a Jim Crow city.
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Baker also tried to get the NAACP to support direct- action tactics 
that underscored the urgency of improving black and Puerto Rican 
schools in New York City. The national office, concerned about poten-
tially alienating its liberal white donor base, discouraged confronta-
tional or “provocative” protest strategies against northern officials.56 The 
NAACP desired direct access to the city’s power brokers, and its national 
leaders undermined Baker, and members of more militant branches, 
who defined Jim Crow to encompass forms of northern discrimination. 
Baker wanted to cultivate leaders among the parents of Harlem. She 
educated them about their rights, helped them to develop tools to hold 
school and city officials accountable for their actions, and gave them the 
space to create their own protest movement for their children.57

The protesters threatened Mayor Wagner’s reelection. Baker asked 
the mayor what would be done for the children in “subject schools,” 
which were schools in “underprivileged” areas where the children were 
deemed to display “culturally deprived” behaviors.58 “It seems manda-
tory that New York City, the world’s leading city, should reflect the high-
est degree of democracy in its public school system,” Baker said. “We 
know the ballot has speaking power and parents are concerned with 
what happens to their children.”59 For Baker, dissatisfied parents could 
channel their anger through their votes. She portrayed these blacks and 
Puerto Ricans as concerned parents, which challenged stereotypes about 
poor racial and ethnic minorities as inadequate parents, and their chil-
dren as possessive of inveterate “cultural deprivation.” Baker’s arguments 
played to the city’s image as a beacon of democracy to compel its leaders 
to provide quality, integrated education to all its students.

Baker honed her leadership philosophy of grassroots mobilization. 
“People have a right to participate in the decisions that affect their lives.” 
She believed an activist had to “start with the people where they are.” 
Baker traveled all over the city to educate and organize. The first step 
involved “organizing people around [breaking down school segregation] 
in terms of their level of understanding.” Then, Baker said, “You try to 
reach from one level of understanding to another. Sometimes you may 
have to use different strategies to focus on the same question.”60 Politi-
cal and social circumstances shaped how activists worked together. Poor 
people knew how to solve their problems, and Baker always saw herself as 
a pragmatist giving them the tools to change their own lives themselves.61
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The multipronged and multilayered approach to leadership and 
movement building that Baker displayed during her time fighting for 
educational equality in New York was emblematic not only of her prag-
matic and “radical democratic” method of operation but also of the 
way many other women activist- intellectuals, like Mae Mallory, partici-
pated in the black freedom struggle. These activists balanced an ideal-
ism that wished to eradicate racism in New York City, and the nation, 
with a pragmatism that focused on achieving tangible political victories 
against Jim Crow schools in Gotham. Their work as activist intellectu-
als enabled them to develop theories about how the Jim Crow North 
worked and about the most effective ways to create broad, democratic, 
flexible approaches for opposing it. These theories named northern rac-
ism as racism, not as something else, and they inspired direct- action 
protest.

Mallory and Baker participated in the planning and execution of the 
protests of 1957. Mallory also spoke out, and demanded action of city of-
ficials to improve Harlem’s schools. She continued to demonstrate the agil-
ity of her theorizing, organizing, and activities in pressing a legal case to 
improve education in Harlem. This type of evolution of pragmatic activ-
ism, built from the ideals her family and community taught her and made 
real in her everyday life, grew from two fundamental truths that defined 
her political praxis and animated her actions: first, black people possessed 
esteem and value independent of what racist whites said and did; and sec-
ond, New York City’s systems and institutions promoted and perpetuated 
racism and segregation. From this intellectual foundation, this faith- filled 
reason, flowed her ability to fight racism in the Jim Crow North.

Unmasking the “Whole Segregation Myth” in the North

Mallory and Baker wanted the city’s black and Puerto Rican children to 
live as first- class citizens, and to have the same opportunities for success 
white children had. In a more tangible sense, Baker and Mallory wanted 
schools rezoned, transfers between districts, more experienced teachers, 
an increased number of schools to end the practice of half- days for Har-
lem students, and rigorous curricula.62 These plans would fix some of 
the structural inequities that perpetuated Jim Crow in New York City’s 
schools. These proposals had come from multiple places, including the 
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subcommission reports that Baker had helped write as part of the Com-
mission on Integration, and Mallory’s Harlem Parents Committee’s own 
research. They were rooted in research, facts, and investigations. They 
represented these black women’s intellectual work. They did not hide, 
obscure, or ignore racism in New York’s public school system. They 
accepted the Jim Crow system as real and dealt directly with the social 
reality of a racially segregated education system.

In 1957, Mallory channeled this intellectual work into the first lawsuit 
against “de facto” segregation in the North. Her daughter, Pat, became 
civil rights attorney Paul Zuber’s first client.63 As Mallory put it, her law-
suit had “nothing to do with wanting to sit next to white folks, but it 
was obvious that a whole pattern of black retardation was the program 
of the board of education.” Mallory’s intellectual work proved that, in 
her words, “my children were going to the same school system [as white 
children and they] were coming out of school with less knowledge than 
I did. This isn’t progress!”

Mallory, like Baker, challenged the racial structure of city life and 
the school system from multiple fronts. Mallory spoke to her children’s 
principal, wrote letters to city officials, helped to establish a grassroots 
parents’ organization, and protested in the streets in 1957. These actions 
did not grow from abstract theories about inequality, or political dogma 
regarding historical materialism and class struggle, but instead grew 
from the social realities of her everyday life. She did not need an abstract 
political theory to tell her that New York City was racist. One of her son’s 
homework assignments snapped that reality into focus for her.

Her fifth- grade son came home with an assignment to count the 
pipes under the kitchen sink. Mallory’s son’s teacher took it for granted 
that her students had no career prospects beyond manual labor, and 
that their parents would not dare challenge the teacher’s authority. Mae 
Mallory not only called out the teacher for assigning work with such 
low standards, but she also decided that the school’s entire curriculum 
needed to change. Mallory’s analysis of the problem started with her son 
and his teacher and their school, but she telescoped it out into an action 
that addressed the entire city’s system. She recognized that low expecta-
tions led to the widespread miseducation of entire generations of black 
children. Such intellectual analysis of the Jim Crow North influenced the 
method, style, and explanations of her direct action.
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Mallory’s initial lawsuit, coupled with the 1957 protest, brought little 
change. A lengthy meeting with Mayor Wagner, Superintendent Jansen, 
BOE president Charles Silver, and other city officials offered more vague 
promises, but no tangible action. The Board of Education reported in 
October of 1957 that it was making progress toward integration, having 
rezoned fifty schools and transferred five thousand black and Puerto 
Rican students into formerly all- white schools.64 Parents demanded that 
their children attend the school of their choice, not their zoned schools 
in Harlem. They also insisted that all one million students in the city’s 
public schools, not just the black and Puerto Rican ones, share the bur-
den for integration.

Parents’ aggravation with inaction reached ever higher levels dur-
ing the 1957– 1958 school year. More protests occurred. Parents circum-
vented the established BOE process. They picked a fight with the BOE in 
the hope that their confrontations would force changes in the education 
system’s practices, even incremental ones, to happen.65

In September of 1958, nine Harlem mothers, including Mae Mal-
lory, removed their fifteen children from junior high schools. This act 
violated the state’s compulsory education law. These mothers, initially 
nicknamed “the Little Rock Nine of Harlem,” soon became known as the 
“Harlem Nine.” As one mother described her growing exasperation, she 
echoed Ella Baker’s sentiment from 1954. “Conference upon conference 
has procured nothing,” the mother said. “We’re going to see this through 
to the bitter end [even] if it goes to the Supreme Court.”66

Mallory and the PC hoped litigation would pressure the BOE to speed 
up its timeline for desegregation. Most previous lawsuits about segrega-
tion in K– 12 schools focused on southern places, and national discus-
sions about desegregating schools only focused on the South. Mallory 
and the parents of the PC announced that segregation and educational 
inequalities plagued the North. Jim Crow education harmed northern 
children, and black and Puerto Rican parents should not be forced to 
send their children to inferior schools because of the zoned district.

In addition to filing suit against the BOE, the PC established an alter-
native school in Harlem. Civil rights lawyer Paul Zuber, Yale graduate 
Barbara Zuber, and other licensed teachers offered classes in English, 
French, math, science, social studies, world events, music, and art.67 
After operating this unlicensed school for more than a month, the PC 
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and Zuber worried that the BOE would not take action against them be-
cause the alternative school functioned too well. The PC demonstrated 
that black parents, with community support, could develop a rigorous, 
culturally sensitive, and diverse liberal arts curriculum more effectively 
than the Board of Education. “Recognizing the irony of the situation, 
they decided to end the private tutoring” and filed a $1 million lawsuit 
against the city for “sinister and discriminatory purpose in the perpetu-
ation of racial segregation in five school districts in Harlem.”68

This action garnered the authorities’ attention. Since the children had 
not been in their official schools for thirty- five consecutive days, the 
BOE charged the Harlem parents with violating the compulsory educa-
tion law. The cases were heard in Domestic Relations Court, colloquially 
known as family court. Six of the cases were assigned to Judge Nathaniel 
Kaplan, who viewed the matter as simple truancy. He found four of the 
parents guilty. However, the cases of Charlene Skipwith and Sheldon 
Rector went before Judge Justine Wise Polier. She looked at the issues 
of gross inequality through a broader lens and considered the parents 
to be protecting, rather than endangering, the welfare of their children.

On December 3, 1958, less than two weeks after Kaplan had ruled 
against one set of parents, Polier ruled in favor of the parents, saying 
that children attending Harlem’s junior high schools were getting “in-
ferior education in those schools by reason of racial discrimination.”69 
This signaled a significant victory for activist intellectuals like Baker and 
Mallory. The judge identified the problem they devoted their activism to 
defeating as “racial discrimination.” The intellectual framework Baker, 
Mallory, and so many other activists in the Jim Crow North used to 
interpret the social problems of racism in New York became part of an 
official judge’s ruling in a case on justice and equality in the city’s public 
education system. Judge Polier charged the BOE with perpetuating the 
results of racial segregation and argued that the BOE could no longer 
shirk its responsibility to fix the problem. The Harlem Nine were vin-
dicated.70 The parents in Judge Kaplan’s case appealed his decision. He 
delayed the case, and they escaped punishment.71

Mae Mallory noted years later that the school boycotts and legal cases 
underscored “the whole segregation myth” in the North. As historian 
Adina Back pointed out, “The boundaries between de jure and de facto 
segregation, between the North and the South, became blurred as the 
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Harlem Nine and their supporters called attention to inferior educa-
tional opportunities in the city’s black schools. . . . [T]he North could no 
longer hide behind de facto segregation as an excuse for inferior educa-
tional facilities.”72

Rather than enact reforms, accept the racism within the system, and 
adopt a framework for understanding racial inequities in public schools 
as systematic and endemic, the New York City BOE initially appealed 
Polier’s ruling.73 In February 1959, however, the new superintendent 
of schools, John Theobald, reevaluated the political damage the case 
had caused, overruled the board, and dropped the appeal.74 Theobald 
allowed the children to attend JHS 43, the school of his choice, even 
though it fell outside their district. Theobald also agreed to an eight- 
point program designed to address the PC’s demands to improve its 
district’s schools. Reforms included an increase of licensed teachers, 
guidance counselors, reading specialists, and advanced classes. Theo-
bald also created an advisory group of African Americans to counsel 
him on educational issues. For the first time, black leaders had direct 
access to the Board of Education. Their ideas about a Jim Crow racist 
city and education system mattered.75

The Harlem Nine compelled the BOE to reckon with the fact that 
black parents would not accept their children’s consignment to inferior 
schools. With the help of women like Baker, these women organized 
themselves to develop their own movement philosophies and theories 
about racial inequity in New York City. Systematic racism embedded 
within politics created a Jim Crow public school system. Only direct ac-
tion could address and reverse that political reality.

As time passed, the BOE did not implement the reforms it promised.76 
Its intransigence intensified school segregation. The BOE used several 
strategies to evade its responsibility to integrate public schools, includ-
ing initially denying there was segregation in the schools; then renaming 
what was occurring; calling for studies of the school system in order to 
delay reforms; and, finally, not implementing the suggestions provided. 
The BOE broke promises to black New Yorkers, and then repeated these 
strategies as needed in order to perpetually maintain the city’s Jim Crow 
education system, while also maintaining the city’s liberal image.

And while the BOE continued to operate a Jim Crow system, the 
movement to integrate public schools also continued long after Mallory 
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and Baker left New York City. Grassroots organizations such as Rever-
end Milton A. Galamison’s Parents Workshop for Equality in New York 
City Schools, based in Brooklyn, carried the movement into the next 
decade. Galamison, who pastored one of the largest congregations in 
New York, had been at the forefront of the school integration battles 
since 1954, and became even more prominent after severing his ties to 
the Brooklyn NAACP in 1960. By the summer of 1963, he had helped 
establish the New York Citywide Committee for Integrated Schools, 
which included other grassroots groups, six branches of the NAACP, 
and several local chapters of the Congress of Racial Equality. This short- 
lived coalition was responsible for one of the most powerful protests for 
school integration, and the largest protest of the civil rights movement, 
when on February 3, 1964, more than 460,000 students boycotted the 
public schools. Many attended “Freedom Schools” for the day.77 They 
sought freedom from Jim Crow in America’s northern outpost of Jim 
Crow racism.
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Brown Girl, Red Lines, and Brownstones

Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones and the Jim Crow North

Balthazar I. Beckett

In a 1969 New York Magazine cover story, Pete Hamill promoted 
Brooklyn as a “sane alternative” for the city’s middle class. It was still 
possible, he held, “to buy a brownstone in reasonably good condition 
for $30,000, with a number of fairly good houses available for less, if 
you are willing to invest in reconditioning them.” Hamill, one of the 
leading voices of the Brooklyn literary canon, employed nostalgia for 
Brooklyn’s mythological past as a tool to render the borough palatable 
for investors. “There was something special, almost private, about being 
from Brooklyn when I was growing up,” Hamill recalled about the 1930s 
and ’40s, “a sense of community, a sense of being home.” However, this 
idyll ended with the “white flight” in the context of  “postwar decline in 
Brooklyn,” which Hamill blamed on the fact that “black migration hit 
Brooklyn harder than any other part of the city.” The author personified 
and vilified this immigration when Hamill wrote how “[t]he southern 
black man came to Brooklyn,” and presented as “a badly educated rural 
black man.” Hamill’s framing of mid- twentieth- century Brooklyn left 
the real reasons for Brooklyn’s social demise untouched. He culminated 
by describing how “[t]he streets became littered with broken bottles 
and discarded beer cans; the yards filled with garbage; drug arrests 
increased; hookers worked the avenues; there were knifings and shoot-
ings, and soon the merchants on Flatbush Avenue started folding up and 
moving away.”1

Challenging such “nostalgic amnesia” that to this day permeates ren-
derings of bygone Brooklyn, Brian Purnell argues that the way Jim Crow 
racism worked in the North was to make black people responsible for 
the social and economic effects of white racism. Purnell offers a correc-
tive to this narrative when he reminds that “[t]he urban crisis that tore 
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through American cities like a tornado after World War II was a product 
of decades of policies, bigotries, and fears directed against hundreds of 
thousands of black residents.”2 Yet despite such cautioning voices, many 
anthologies of twentieth- century literary Brooklyn still reinforce the 
borough’s self- mythologization as “America’s favorite borough” and an 
“inspiration to the world.”3 In so doing, scholarship remains silent about 
the distinctly northern patterns of racial segregation that have shaped 
Brooklyn— and that remain evident in its social dynamics today.

This is aggravated by the fact that texts that do highlight Brooklyn- style 
Jim Crow, such as Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959), are 
often framed in ways that distract from systemic racism at the heart of 
“the Brooklyn experience.” Both the publishing history of Marshall’s first 
novel and the scholarly response prioritize individual identity (the Brown 
Girl) over the context of policies around housing (the Brownstones) that 
shaped racial destinies in mid- twentieth- century Brooklyn. This omission 
calls for a reframing of Marshall’s novel as an explicit commentary on the 
tenacious and ubiquitous mechanisms of a northern system of segrega-
tion, or a Jim Crow North, that emerged in the context of the New Deal.

Such a reframing is pivotal today because, as outlined by Hamill above, 
nostalgically distorted narratives of Brooklyn’s past sanitize current pro-
cesses of gentrification and conceal the origins of the equity gap that 
makes the current loss of black population in central Brooklyn possible. It 
disguises the numerous factors that conspired against aspiring black home 
owners in the 1940s persist into the present day.4 “The New People, as 
they are called,” Hamill wrote, bestowing a familiar northern liberal inno-
cence onto early gentrifiers, many of whom had grown up in the suburbs, 
“saw Brooklyn fresh. They had not known it before, so they knew nothing 
about its decline.”

Situating Brown Girl within the intricate system of redlining, financial 
divestment, and workplace discrimination that trapped black people, both 
migrants from the American South and immigrants from the West Indies, 
within Brooklyn’s overcrowded, underfunded, and racially segregated 
Bedford- Stuyvesant neighborhood highlights the text’s powers to dispel 
this amnesia. Freeing Brooklyn from its prison of nostalgia and return-
ing it to its history of Jim Crow racism, Brown Girl shows how Brooklyn 
evolved into the magnet of gentrification and social inequity it has become 
during these first decades of the twenty- first century.
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“That Life- Sore”: Segregated Labor in Jim Crow Brooklyn

From a literary standpoint, few texts are more suited to challenge nos-
talgic narratives of midcentury Brooklyn than Paule Marshall’s Brown 
Girl, Brownstones (1959), a thinly veiled roman à clef centered on the 
childhood experiences of Marshall’s fictional stand- in, Selina Boyce, 
and her immigrant parents, Silla and Deighton. Arriving from Barbados 
after the First World War, Marshall’s real- life parents settled in Brook-
lyn’s Red Hook neighborhood before moving to Fulton Street in central 
Brooklyn, where the author was born in 1929. As she later explained, 
“For the West Indians of Brooklyn, the section of Fulton Street where 
I was born represented a step up from Red Hook. And no sooner had 
they arrived ‘uptown’ than they began eyeing the nearby white, middle- 
class neighborhoods of Bedford and Stuyvesant Heights, with their 
neat, tree- lined streets and row after row of handsome, high- stooped 
brownstone houses, some of them the finest in the city.”5 Brought up 
among Garveyites, Marshall joined the American Youth for Democracy 
(AYD) in 1946, a precursor of the Labor Youth League (LYL), which 
attracted other young black writers, such as Lorraine Hansberry and 
Audre Lorde. While she was also associated with John Oliver Killens’s 
Harlem Writers Guild, in the 1950s Marshall became a principal figure 
in the Association of Artists for Freedom— a group that was “noted for 
its sharp attacks on the hypocrisy of white liberalism.”6 Scholars have 
failed to read Paule Marshall’s work within the specific context of Jim 
Crow’s northern incarnations. Instead, analysis situates Marshall’s career 
within the context of southern forms of Jim Crow and a southern civil 
rights movement. “In 1960, one year after [ . . . ] [Marshall’s] first novel 
(Brown Girl, Brownstones),” Darwin Turner writes, “sit- ins throughout 
the South attacked practices of segregation in public eating places and 
other public facilities.”7 Joyce Pettis observes that “[i]n 1959, when Paule 
Marshall’s first novel, Brown Girl, Brownstones, was published, Rosa 
Parks had defied tradition and authority in Montgomery, Alabama, by 
refusing to relinquish her seat on a public bus and thus initiated the civil 
rights movement.”8 Aligning Marshall’s life and career with a standard-
ized civil rights narrative centered on a southern struggle bypasses her 
biographical and literary rootedness in the urban segregation of north-
ern cities shaped by New Deal politics.
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Brown Girl contains an indictment of northern liberalism. As Craig 
Wilder has noted, one central target of the “rise of Jim Crow in Brook-
lyn” that accompanied the in- migration of black residents to the borough 
in the 1920s and ’30s was a “methodical struggle to subordinate black 
people as workers” as “[b]lack labor had to be degraded, if the triumph 
of exclusion was to be an advantage to white people.”9 Selina’s parents 
are both caught up in a northern labor market based on racial dispari-
ties. Each morning, Silla and her friends take “the train to Flatbush and 
Sheepshead Bay to scrub floors. The lucky ones had their steady madams 
while the others wandered those neat blocks or waited on comers— each 
with her apron and working shoes in a bag under her arm until someone 
offered her a day’s work. Sometimes the white children on their way to 
school laughed at their blackness and shouted ‘nigger,’ but the Barba-
dian women sucked their teeth, dismissing them.”10 Calling this process 
of precarious employment by its popular name, “slave markets,” histo-
rian Harold Connolly details that “[w]hite housewives selected a likely 
prospect on the outward appearance of a strong body, sometimes even 
pinching a prospective victim to determine if muscle or fat was beneath 
her clothes.”11 Despite her low wages for domestic work, Silla serves as 
the breadwinner in the Boyce family.

Her husband, Deighton, has a tendency for lofty dreams and is 
prideful— yet his ambitions are routinely erased by employers’ rejections 
of his applications. Because of numerous voices in the novel that are (to 
a certain extent justifiably) critical of Deighton’s character, readers and 
scholars alike tend to subject his personality to harsh condemnation— 
and, in the process, neglect to scrutinize the larger context in which his 
failures happened. Thus, Connolly identifies the 1930s as a moment of 
“profound crisis in black male employment” caused by “[h]ostile em-
ployer attitudes, embodied in the acceptance of racial stereotypes and the 
outright refusal to hire blacks.”12 As a black man seeking labor, Deighton 
was barred from employment by most unions and denied entry to secure 
working- class jobs. It is prescient that Deighton only attains a job in a 
defense plant late in the war since, as historian Craig Wilder notes, “Black 
men remained a marginal force in the wartime economy” and “[w]hatever 
their gender, African- American laborers remained unskilled and they re-
mained vulnerable.”13 Marshall dramatizes this vulnerability when Deigh-
ton gets injured and permanently disabled while working his defense job.
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This is not to say that the novel is oblivious to the Jim Crow South. 
Rather, the text skillfully connects its treatment of racism from one geo-
graphical context to the other. Within a text that centers largely on Bajan- 
Americans, Miss Thompson, one of the tenants in Silla’s brownstone, is 
representative of the tens of thousands of African Americans who mi-
grated to Brooklyn during the Great Migration. Easily the most defin-
ing feature of Miss Thompson is, in Silla’s words, “that life- sore ‘pan she 
foot.”14 When the text first introduces her, readers witness how “[t]here 
was an ugly unhealed ulcer, yawning like a small crater on the instep of 
her foot, with a hard crust, pale center and slightly fetid odor. She sighed 
as she dressed it. This done, she leaned back and, for the first time in the 
twenty- four hours since she had been up, permitted herself to feel tired.”15 
Miss Thompson’s “life- sore” is connected to her economic precariousness 
and her exploitation as a laborer. Later in the novel, readers learn the ori-
gin of this wound. During a return visit down south, years ago, Thomp-
son recalls, as punishment for perceived assertive behavior, a white, rural 
southerner “did take a piece clean outta my foot with that rusty shovel.”16 
While this story of violence against African Americans visiting the Amer-
ican South from the North— published four years after the murder of 
Emmett Till— reiterates the narrative of the South as the primary site of 
American racism, the fact that Miss Thompson’s wound does not close 
upon her return to Brooklyn and festers for decades challenges notions of 
northern liberalism as antidote to southern white supremacy.

In fact, during the pivotal scene in the novel, Selina experiences 
first- hand the virulent racism that lurks behind a distinctly northern 
liberal façade. Late in the novel, after excelling at a dance performance, 
she is taken to the Manhattan home of Margaret Benton, a white peer. 
Upon entry, Selina “hardly noticed the smiling woman [Margaret’s 
mother] at the door, or how the smile stiffened as she entered”17— 
and later, how “the woman’s mouth, eyes, the muscles under her pale 
powdered skin [shaped a] courteous, curious and appraising smile.”18 
Still reveling in her successful dance performance, Selina merely senses 
that “[s]omething fretful, disturbed, lay behind [the woman’s smile] and 
rove in a restless shadow over her face. She took Selina’s hand between 
hers, patting it, and Selina could feel her whiteness— it was in the very 
texture of her skin.”19 The carefully arranged smile of the woman, whose 
position near the entrance door renders her as a figurative gatekeeper, 
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represents the deceptive illusion of a white, northern liberalism— which 
is summarily unmasked in the subsequent scene.

Commencing with harmless small talk, Selina finds herself increas-
ingly cornered by the woman, who enquires into Selina’s residential and 
ethnic background, until, upon hearing that Selina’s parents are from 
the West Indies, she declares, triumphantly, “Ah, I thought so. We once 
had a girl who did our cleaning who was from there.”20 Prior to this 
exchange, Selina had outperformed Mrs. Benton’s daughter at dance— 
and thus temporarily upended the prevailing, white- supremacist racial 
hierarchy. Despite the woman’s self- identification as a progressive (“I’m 
a real fighter when I get started!”),21 this scene illustrates that racial lib-
eralism cannot prosper in what is a racially segregated labor market. To 
Selina, the entire exchange feels “like an inquisition somehow, where she 
was the accused, imprisoned in the wing chair under the glaring lamp, 
the woman the inquisitor and Margaret the heavy, dull- faced guard at 
the door.”22

Marshall brilliantly illustrates the rhetorical and affective violence 
that inscribes race onto Selina’s body— which undermines the puta-
tively liberal setting of this scene. “Those eyes,” Selina agonizes, “were 
a well- lighted mirror in which, for the first time, [she] truly saw— with 
a sharp and shattering clarity— the full meaning of her black skin. And 
knowing was like dying— like being poised on the rim of time when the 
heart’s simple rhythm is syncopated and then silenced and the blood 
chills and congeals, when a pall passes in a dark wind over the eyes.” 
Unlike other race novels from the same era that feature liberals as white 
saviors (Harper Lee’s Atticus Finch comes to mind), Brown Girl renders 
the interaction between white liberal and African American subject as 
a Hegelian life- and- death struggle. Selina senses that “this woman, the 
frightened girl at the door, those others dancing down the hall [ . . . ], 
all, everywhere, sought to rob her of her substance and her self.”23 Her 
racialization by New York’s white liberal class is rendered in noticeably 
Hegelian terms. In his reflections on “lordship and bondage” (Phe-
nomenology of Spirit), Hegel noted that the dominant entity, or “lord,” 
achieves recognition of his being “an essential being” through “the sheer 
negation” of the other, which Hegel describes as a struggle to “[seek] the 
death of the other.”24 In other words, the lord renders the bondsperson 
as “the consciousness for which thinghood is the essential character-
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istic,” as “an unessential, negatively characterized object.”25 Marshall’s 
novel renders the underpinning of New York City’s social landscape by a 
pernicious, structural white racism in terms of this master- slave dialec-
tic. By rendering black New Yorkers as the servant- class foil to their own 
middle- class aspirations, liberal Manhattanites “sought to rob [Selina] of 
her substance and her self.”

On her subway ride back to Brooklyn, Selina sees that “the shovel 
cutting [Miss Thompson’s leg] like a scythe in the sunlight [ . . . ] was 
no different from the woman’s voice falling brutally in the glare of the 
lamp.”26 Aligning Miss Thompson’s physical wound inflicted by rural, 
southern white supremacists with her own psychological scarring by 
self- declared liberal Manhattanites, this passage challenges any illusion 
that white supremacy only blossoms south of the Mason- Dixon line. 
Expanding this analysis to include her neighborhood, Selina recognizes 
that she was “one with Miss Thompson, [ . . . ] [o]ne with the whores, the 
flashy men, and the blues rising sacredly above the plain of neon lights 
and ruined houses.”27 Here, Selina’s analysis moves from individual to 
structural racism and a critical analysis of the “ghetto” that is growing 
around her— epitomized, here and elsewhere, by the centrality of Brook-
lyn’s brownstones in the novel. Scholars are well- advised to follow the 
example of Selina’s shift in critical outlook here.

Accentuate the Brown Girl, Blur the Brownstones

It is hard to ignore the emphasis that Brown Girl, Brownstones’ social 
critique places on housing stock. Not only do Brooklyn’s coveted 
brownstones feature prominently in the novel’s title, where housing 
is inextricably linked to racialized identity, but the very cover of the 
novel’s 1959 first edition by Random House features a nocturnal scene 
of a street corner, displaying several three- story row houses in typical 
Brooklyn fashion. Neighborhood residents are shown pursuing vari-
ous errands (walking a dog, sweeping the sidewalk, or simply strolling), 
but their scale on the cover— vis- à- vis the brownstones— is too small 
for readers to come to any conclusions regarding these residents’ indi-
vidual identities. Clearly, the buildings are more central to the cover 
than the residents. Significantly, subsequent editions of the novel have 
diminished the importance of the title’s Brownstones and foreground 
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increasingly the role of the Brown Girl. A 1970 Avon paperback shows a 
young girl sitting on the stoop, while the 1981 and 2006 reissued paper-
backs by the Feminist Press focus on a close- up painted portrait of a 
girl— with a blurred background. While both editions use the same 
cover image, the latter edition further obscures and smudges the image’s 
backdrop. If these cover images are any indication of how publishers 
perceived Marshall’s text, then the individual became more prominent, 
while the communal and political context faded, the further we move 
away from 1959. In creating this trajectory, publishers have been com-
plicit in concealing the mechanisms of northern Jim Crow.

In keeping with this trend, scholarly essays have foregrounded ques-
tions of (black, female, immigrant) identity— and in turn pushed the 
underlying materialistic and political context to the back. Scholars thus 
focus on “the problems of black consciousness,” “reconciling ethnicity 
and individualism,” or “the construction of a black diaspora identity.”28 
Frequently, critics have focused on the psychological, spiritual, or even 
metaphysical— noting, for instance, how Marshall “links problems such 
as identity, insecurity, and spiritual malaise to psychic fragmentation 
and moves toward acquiring wholeness through identification with 
African origins.”29 While each of these projects has merit, collectively, 
scholars of Marshall’s work have downplayed Brown Girl’s concrete po-
litical context. Writing in the late 1980s, Darwin Turner even proposed 
that “Marshall tells the story of a Black family whose problems are not 
uniquely those of Black Americans.”30

This is no coincidence. The Second World War marked a profound 
crisis for the legitimacy of white supremacy as the dominant ideology in 
the United States. (Importantly, Brown Girl presents racism as a global 
force by situating Marshall’s portrayal of northern Jim Crow in the con-
text of both Selina’s parents’ experiences in British- colonized Barbados 
and Selina’s references to Anne Frank’s diary.) As a result of this crisis, 
Jodi Melamed argues, white supremacy was replaced in postwar Amer-
ica by a series of official versions of antiracism— producing “a formally 
antiracist, liberal- capitalist modernity that revises, partners with, and ex-
ceeds the capacities of white supremacy without replacing or ending it.” 
Within each of these antiracisms, literature and literary studies became 
“the most efficacious tool for Americans to describe, teach, learn about, 
and situate themselves with respect to racial difference and to know 



Figures 4.1a– 4.1d. The covers of the 1959, 1970, 1981, and 2006 editions of Brown Girl, 
Brownstones.
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the truth about the difference that racial difference makes (or does not 
make).” Racial liberalism, the first of these doctrines, dominated public 
discourse from the 1940s to the 1960s and conceived racism as personal, 
psychological prejudice— but left untouched the underlying material 
conditions that racialized capitalism both relied upon and intensified. 
In its emphasis on specific material realities, Marshall’s novel goes decid-
edly against this ideology and the blueprint of many 1950s race novels. 
However, the fact that this is only rarely being acknowledged is due to a 
second, subsequent official racism, which Melamed labels “liberal multi-
culturalism.” In the 1980s and 1990s, when scholarship about Paule Mar-
shall flourished, this ideology promoted a “multicultural understanding 
of culture as aesthetics and identity— unmoored from materialism and 
the natural world.” Multicultural literature becomes a vehicle for many 
privileged, middle- class, white students to learn about racial difference. 
Yet, while it “appeared progressive in contrast to neoconservative po-
sitions, it actually disabled effective antiracism, making it possible for 
people to satisfy their personal desire for racial equality while not know-
ing the institutional power and privilege they wielded in contemporary 
racial orders.”31 It is this officially sanctioned multicultural liberalism 
that informs many responses to Brown Girl.

To offset readings of Brown Girl, Brownstones that prioritize universal-
ist themes and display moralist tendencies, the text— within both class-
rooms and scholarship— should be recontextualized within the concrete 
racial realities and segregationist policies of the 1930s and 1940s. The nov-
el’s opening pages alone hide, in plain sight, profound political commen-
tary. “In the somnolent July afternoon,” the novel begins, “the unbroken 
line of brownstone houses down the long Brooklyn street resembled an 
army massed at attention. They were all one uniform red- brown stone. 
All with high massive stone stoops and black iron- grille fences staving off 
the sun. All draped in ivy as though mourning.”32 Positioning Brooklyn’s 
housing stock as more than just the backdrop to the plot that is about 
to unfold, this bleak and threatening image is at odds with many read-
ers’ own impressions of a street in Bedford- Stuyvesant in July— at least 
whenever I show my students a picture of such a street. Paradoxes and 
ambiguities like this permeate Marshall’s text— and challenge readers to 
make sense of these perplexing and sometimes contradictory impressions. 
Without providing a ready- made explanation, the novel requires more ex-
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egetical effort than examples of 1950s protest novels that are less cryptic 
and more explicit than Brown Girl. Decoding puzzling moments— such 
as the mysteriously hostile atmosphere that is captured within the novel’s 
opening— illustrates the potential this text carries to help readers under-
stand the systemic complexity and long- term consequences of Jim Crown 
structures in the (mythologically liberal) urban Northeast.

Brownstones and Redlines

The novel’s second page offers more concrete context for the eerie 
atmosphere that pervades the novel’s opening. “First, there had been 
the Dutch- English and Scotch- Irish who had built the houses,” the 
unnamed narrator describes, adding that “[t]here had been tea in the 
afternoon then and skirts rustling across the parquet floors and mild 
voices. For a long time it had been only the whites.”33 However, the story 
continues, “[N]ow in 1939 the last of them were discreetly dying behind 
those shades or selling the houses and moving away. And as they left, 
the West Indians slowly edged their way in. Like a dark sea nudging 
its way onto a white beach and staining the sand, they came.”34 These 
statements— which students and scholars alike frequently summarize 
with the seemingly straightforward designation “white flight”— need 
some unpacking. Remarkably for an autobiographical novel written by 
a Barbadian- American novelist, West Indian immigration is described 
as an act of racial contamination: “[l]ike a dark sea nudging its way onto 
a white beach.” Seemingly paradoxically, Marshall’s novel here cleverly 
echoes popular xenophobic (and eugenicist) texts of the early twentieth 
century. White- supremacist writer Maddison Grant employed similar 
rhetorical images in The Conquest of a Continent; or, The Expansion of 
Races in America (1933), when he noted that “[i]n America the events 
of the last hundred years, especially the vast tide of immigration, have 
greatly impaired our purity of race and our unity of religion and even 
threatened our inheritance of English speech.”35 With the coming of the 
West Indians, Marshall’s narrator comments, similarly focusing on lin-
guistic change, “[T]here was no longer tea in the afternoon, and their 
odd speech clashed in the hushed rooms.”36 The text here illustrates— 
albeit in a very playful and subtle manner— the author’s familiarity with 
anti- immigrant rhetoric and white- supremacist logic.
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It takes this context to explain fully the above described hostility 
and defensiveness of the line of brownstones on Selina’s street. In his 
revealingly titled Rising Tide of Color: The Threat against White World- 
Supremacy (1920), Grant’s disciple Lothrop Stoddard outlined that the 
“inner dikes (the areas of white settlement) [ . . . ] should be defended 
to the last extremity no matter if the costs involved are greater than 
their mere economic value would warrant. They are the true bulwarks 
of the race, the patrimony of future generations who have a right to 
demand of us that they shall be born white in a white man’s land.”37 
Reflections of this early- twentieth- century nativism inform the novel’s 
cryptic opening image of an “unbroken line of brownstone houses [ . . . ] 
resembl[ing] an army massed at attention.” This seemingly impenetrable 
line of row houses, Brown Girl suggests, constitutes the (now breached) 
dikes against a rising tide of non- Anglo- Saxon immigration. It is this 
nativist segregationist machinery that Marshall captures, when her nar-
rator later notes that “[u]nder the enveloping night the brownstones 
reared like a fortress wall guarding a city, and the lighted windows were 
like flares set into its side.”38 The virulent white- supremacist rhetoric of 
Grant and Stoddard was mirrored by actual efforts in Brooklyn. In the 
case of Bedford- Stuyvesant, aside from a brief flourishing of the Ku Klux 
Klan, neighborhood associations, such as the infamous Gates Avenue 
Association, attempted to create a bulwark against nonwhite newcom-
ers, fearing, as their archives indicate, “the colored invasion.”39

But personal bias was not the only driving force behind this opposi-
tion. In addition to cultural fears, Harold Connolly notes, “Only total 
exclusion of Negroes offered a satisfactory solution and stable realty val-
ues.”40 In this sense, the narrator’s facile statement that in 1939 white 
Brooklynites were “selling the houses and moving away” demands con-
textualization. This brief reference conceals what the term “white flight” 
often hides, namely, the complex, government- sanctioned mechanisms 
that caused this radical demographical change. The backstory to this 
larger context (which is absent from all but a few scholarly essays on 
Marshall) is the defining role of the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation 
(HOLC), established in 1933 as part of the New Deal, which divided 
Brooklyn into sixty- six communities and assigned each a grade— 
purportedly to assess their safety for real estate investment. Because 
the underlying rationale determining each block’s security was racial 
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composition, Craig Wilder explains, the resulting discriminatory lend-
ing practice (which is best known as “redlining”) “drew middle- class 
white people to South Brooklyn and the suburbs and forced African 
Americans and Caribbeans into North Brooklyn, drawing a line of racial 
separation across the heart of the borough.”41

Marshall places the Boyce family’s brownstone on Chauncey Street 
near Fulton Park— a short distance from where she herself grew up at 
501 Hancock Street. An “Area Description” from October 1937 cautioned 
that the neighborhood was exposed to detrimental influences, such as 
“[o]bsolescence and poor upkeep. Infiltration of Negroes.” Likewise, a 
“Residential Security Map” that was being produced in cooporation with 
HOLC’s Appraisal Department, situates both addresses within an area 
colored a deep red and labeled “Hazardous.” Published on April 1, 1938, 
the map precedes the opening of the novel by little more than a year— 
and it effectively singles out the neighborhood that adolescent Selina 
finds herself in for divestment and decline.42

Whiteness and Black Antineighbors

Redlining and home ownership were crucial to the workings of Jim 
Crow in the purportedly liberal urban north, and Brown Girl recognizes 
the central role they played in the (re)articulation of “whiteness” and 
the creation of a perpetual urban underclass. The novel’s second para-
graph poses a significant riddle for its readers: “[Y]ou thought of those 
joined brownstones as one house reflected through a train of mirrors, 
with no walls between the houses but only vast rooms yawning end-
lessly one into the other,” the narrator muses about Selina’s block. “Yet, 
looking close,” the narrative adds, “you saw that under the thick ivy 
each house had something distinctively its own. Some touch that was 
Gothic, Romanesque, baroque or Greek triumphed amid the Victorian 
clutter. [ . . . ] Yet they all shared the same brown monotony. All seemed 
doomed by the confusion in their design.”43

Rendered simultaneously uniform and unique, this portrayal is in-
formed by a profound ambiguity, a sense of incompatibility of contra-
dictory ideas: The buildings, so crucial to the novel, are both distinctive 
and monotonous. What Marshall captures here (once again cryptically) 
is a pivotal moment in the history of race within the United States— in 
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which housing played a crucial role. In the early twentieth century, Eu-
ropean mass immigration had led to a fracturing of whiteness into a 
plurality of subgroups, which were the focus of scientific racism. Yet 
in the wake of the first wave of the Great Migration, Matthew Frye Ja-
cobson argues, “[W]hiteness was reconsolidated: the late nineteenth 
century’s probationary white groups were now remade and granted the 
scientific stamp of authenticity as the unitary Caucasian race— an earlier 
era’s Celts, Slavs, Hebrews, Iberies, and Saracens, among others, had be-
come the Caucasians so familiar to our own visual economy and racial 
lexicon.”44 Now, “[T]he regime of Anglo- Saxon or Nordic supremacy,” 
Jacobson asserts, gave way to “a pattern of Caucasian unity” and “the 
ascent of monolithic whiteness.”45 Paule Marshall captures this very pro-
cess, albeit by expressing it in architectural terms, connecting racial iden-
tity to urban policies— and, more explicitly, to Brooklyn’s brownstones. 
Real estate was central to the dynamic of, as Ta- Nehisi Coates phrases 
it, “washing the disparate tribes white.”46 Brown Girl recognizes that the 
creation of a new, monolithic whiteness out of disparate subgroups was 
intricately connected to the transformation of urban space she observed 
during her childhood in Brooklyn. Further, having witnessed, by 1959, 
the rise of ethnically homogeneous suburbs and volatile urban ghettos, 
Marshall also acknowledges, at the end of the above quoted paragraph, 
that this American apartheid is “doomed in [its] design.”

Decades ahead of such scholarly assessments, Brown Girl is clearly 
cognizant of and dedicated to engaging these racial dynamics, as is made 
clear in the introduction of its main protagonist. Introducing Selina, the 
narrator notes that “[h]er house was alive to [her]” as she “listen[ed] to 
its shallow breathing”— thus creating an intricate bond between “brown 
girl” and “brownstone.” Adding to this that Selina’s eyes “were not the 
eyes of a child” and that they “were weighted, it seemed, with scenes of 
a long life,”47 the narrator employs a sense of the supernatural to offer 
a broader, longer, and more systemic social critique— thus cleverly ex-
tending the otherwise limited perspective of the young focalizer. This 
central theme of the text refutes attempts— as presented in the analysis 
of the novel’s covers above— to remove the individual from the larger 
context. In fact, pushing the boundaries between the self and broader 
historical forces, the novel then stages a ghostly encounter between Se-
lina and the brownstone’s former inhabitants. We thus see Selina rise, 
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“her arms lifted in welcome, and quickly the white family who had lived 
here before [ . . . ] glided with pale footfalls up the stairs. Their white 
hands trailed the banister; their mild voices implored her to give them 
a little life. And as they crowded around, fusing with her, she was no 
longer a dark girl alone and dreaming at the top of an old house, but 
one of them, invested with their beauty and gentility.”48 Selina’s imagina-
tive identification clearly reflects associations between home ownership, 
whiteness, and gaining acceptance through citizenship, respectability, 
and middle- class status.

Yet this illusion is temporary. Structurally, the building, despite now 
being inhabited by mostly black residents, still reflects the politics of 
whiteness. “It was,” as the narrator points out in oxymoronic terms, “the 
museum of all the lives that had ever lived here. The floor- to- ceiling 
mirror retained their faces as the silence did their voices.”49 It is in this 
very mirror that Selina comes face to face with the structural perma-
nence of whiteness— and with her own role in this racial rehearsal. “The 
mood was broken,” she comments as she sees her reflection. “The il-
lusory figures fled and she was only herself again. A truculent face and 
eyes too large and old, a flat body perched on legs that were too long. 
A torn middy blouse, dirty shorts, and socks that always worked down 
into the heel of her sneakers. That was all she was.”50 Deepening this 
commentary on the incommensurability of white power structure and 
aspirational black body, the narrative voice adds, “She did not belong 
here. She was something vulgar in a holy place. The room was theirs, she 
knew, glancing up at the frieze of cherubs and angels on the ceiling; it 
belonged to the ghost shapes hovering in the shadows. But not to her.”51

Marshall’s depiction of Selina’s self- perception as “a vulgar item in a 
holy place” echoes the preface of The Souls of Black Folk (1903), which 
opens with W. E. B. Du Bois’s declaration that “[b]etween me and the 
other world there is ever an unasked question: [ . . . ] How does it feel 
to be a problem?”52 In terms that reverberate in Marshall’s prose, Du 
Bois held that “[i]t is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, 
this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 
measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused con-
tempt.”53 Rather than merely containing a clear reference to Du Bois’s 
seminal text, however, Marshall clearly connects Selina’s alienation— her 
existence as “brown girl” in a white world— to the actual building she 
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inhabits. Even though white flight is in full force and black Brooklynites 
move into brownstone buildings, Brown Girl reveals the sway that white 
power structures still have over the new inhabitants. “Why did God,” Du 
Bois asked, “make me an outcast and a stranger in mine own house?”54 
Selina’s experience here poses a similar question, but Marshall frames 
the encounter not as an interlocution of a deity, but of the relationship 
between her main protagonist and the actual housing stock she finds 
herself in. Central to the New Deal’s white- washing of new European 
immigrants was the permanent exclusion of nonwhite citizens and 
immigrants alike from what David Roediger has called “the wages of 
whiteness.” Central to this was the private home, which, as he notes, “in-
creasingly defined as a ‘white’ house, became a key site for the making of 
race,” casting African Americans as “antineighbors.”55

Selina therefore is “a stranger in [her] own house,” or, as Marshall 
phrases it, “a vulgar item in a holy place,” because her presence (as an 
“antineighbor”) has been rendered dangerous by the language of HOLC 
maps. Having determined neighborhood value in terms of racial oc-
cupancy, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) also encouraged 
collective racial vigilance and policing of neighborhood boundaries 
among whites. Selina’s rejection of her own reflection in the context of 
her imaginative, ghostly encounter with the brownstone’s former own-
ers here clearly demonstrates that she has internalized an understanding 
of the way her own nonwhite body (“the vulgar object”) threatens the 
whitening powers of racially exclusive urban space (“the holy place”). 
She recognizes that her racialized body (the “brown girl”) has the ability 
to alter the racial designation of the space (the hitherto white houses) 
she inhabits. Various scholars have noted that neighborhood borders 
were routinely defined racially, not geographically. Bedford- Stuyvesant, 
one study deduced, is “wherever Negroes happen to live.”56 The neigh-
borhood’s contours were fluid and expanded with black in- migration. 
While Selina playfully and temporarily escapes the realities of race in her 
daydream, her racialized body (“the vulgar item”) holds— not because 
of pathology, as Pete Hamill suggested, but, to use Ta- Nehisi Coates’s 
terms, as “the correct and intended result of policy”57— the power to 
turn the brownstone (the erstwhile “holy place”) into what Connolly 
identifies as a growing “black ghetto.”
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A Ghetto Grows in Paule Marshall’s Brooklyn

“[G]iven hindsight,” Connolly noted in A Ghetto Grows in Brooklyn 
(1977), “one can see in skeletal form by 1930 the outline of the future 
Brooklyn ghetto.”58 Various references throughout Brown Girl chronicle 
this downward spiral— beginning with subtle references to redlining. 
“Every decent white person’s moving away, getting out,” argues the 
daughter of the bedridden, sole remaining white tenant, in 1939. Citing 
a newspaper advertisement, she notes that “they’re building inexpen-
sive houses on Long Island” and that “[i]t says anybody can afford 
one. I could get a loan.”59 As this quotation makes clear, “everybody” 
here means “white.” The novel’s black protagonists’ comprehension of 
the housing market is noticeably different. “[Y]ou got to start buying,” 
Deighton’s friend Seifert Yearwood implores. “Go to the loan shark 
if you ain got the money.”60 Similarly, when Silla and her friends dis-
cuss strategies for “buying house,” Florrie Trotman lists the predatory, 
disadvantageous, or outright desperate venues that are open to black 
Brooklynites: “They doing it some of every kind of way. Some working 
morning, noon and night for this big war money. Some going to the 
loan shark out there on Fulton Street. Some hitting the number for good 
money. Some working strong- strong obeah. Some even picking fares.”61

Later in the novel, Deighton responds to Silla’s insistence on buying a 
brownstone by suggesting that “[t]here’s plenty of loan sharks out there 
on Fulton Street waiting for you house- hungry Bajans” who are “only 
too glad to make you a loan at 6 percent and keep yuh in debt the rest 
of your life.”62 Yet, despite this abundant fiscal context, scholars rarely 
interpret Silla’s fateful decision to sell Deighton’s land in Barbados (a 
decision that sets in motion a series of events that ultimately lead to 
his deportation and death) in light of this financial quarantine. On the 
contrary, by reading this act as an expression of Silla’s “ruthless determi-
nation,” of the “materialistic ambitions which the fast- moving, competi-
tive, at best amoral ‘New World’ proliferates and spurs,” of an ill- fated 
“belief in this mythic American Dream,” of a “portrait of the negativity 
of materialism,” or of her “integration into white bourgeois capitalism,”63 
scholars routinely ignore the lack of viable alternatives to escape poverty 
or downplay the socioeconomic stakes of the 1930s housing market.64
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None of these scholars crunch the numbers. Without access to sub-
sidized government mortgages, the nine hundred dollars from the sale 
of Deighton’s land would have offered a major economic life- line for the 
family. According to the classifieds in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, the going 
rate for three- story brownstone buildings on Hancock Street (where 
Marshall grew up) was $6,500 in 1939— for buildings that, according to 
the ads, had been assessed at twice that price, indicating the downward 
spiral the neighborhood was slated to take. That price plummeted to 
around $5,000 in 1940, $4,500 in 1941, and as low as $3,250 (asking for 
$750 dollars down payment) in 1942. To properly assess these figures, 
one has to take into account the family’s income: At the opening of the 
novel, Silla and her friends reflect on how, while cleaning houses in 
South Brooklyn, “Their only thought was of the ‘few raw- mout’ pennies’ 
at the end of the day which would eventually ‘buy house.’”65 Specify-
ing what these “few raw- mout’ pennies” amount to, Harold Connolly 
details that “[w]ages for scrubbing, washing, ironing, dusting, ranged 
from twenty to thirty- five cents per hour, although most offers rarely 
exceeded a quarter. A full day’s work would thus net a worker two dol-
lars on the average.” That said, many employers “preferred to limit such 
employment to fewer than eight hours, and it was not unusual for a 
‘slave’ to work two hours for a total wage of forty cents.”66

While Silla does temporarily gain more lucrative employment in a 
defense plant, this opportunity is fleeting. The narrative only hints at 
the fact that by the first postwar winter, Silla “studied a course in practi-
cal nursing, since she worked in a hospital now that the war plant had 
closed.”67 As usual, Marshall’s factual line hides a larger development: As 
Wilder notes, while “[b]lack women [initially] seized the opportunity in 
defense industries to sustain their families and communities, [ . . . ] they 
had virtually no opportunity to jump from defense work to organized 
labor” since “as white veterans returned to their jobs, nonwhite indus-
trial workers were laid off.”68 Classified ads in the postwar volumes of the 
Eagle advertised jobs as “hospital workers,” which includes “tray girls,” 
“nurses’ aides,” and “laundry helpers”— indicating that Silla has rejoined 
a precarious and underpaid workforce. To increase her income, she won-
ders how to “make upstairs into smaller rooms and charge little more”69 
and eventually evicts her erstwhile tenants to raise the rent. Frequently 
read as excessive materialism, Silla’s approach is to be reconsidered given 
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the financial quarantine to which central Brooklyn was subjected. Hav-
ing bought up housing stock under advantageous conditions provided by 
white flight, according to Connolly, predatory realtors “resold the brown-
stone [ . . . ] homes to black newcomers for large profits. To afford the 
high interest rates and exorbitant mortgages, black homeowners canni-
balized properties to accommodate multiple rental units.”70 Any criticism 
of Silla’s alleged “integration into white bourgeois capitalism” needs to be 
situated within this specific low- wage economy, government- sanctioned 
ghettoization, and actual material and fiscal conditions. Prices for brown-
stones stabilized towards the end of the war, and by 1947 the going rate 
for a building on Chauncey Street, where Silla leases her brownstone, 
had risen to $10,000 even though by then the neighborhood was in steep 
decline in terms of its infrastructure. The opportunity that nine hundred 
dollars presents to Silla in 1945 is as precious as it is fleeting.

Remarkably, even those studies that directly engage the novel’s “brown-
stones” show significant blind spots. Kimberley Benston’s frequently cited 
essay “Architectural Imagery and Unity in Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, 
Brownstones” rightly identifies the “binding power of architectural imag-
ery,”71 but falls short because it treats architecture as mere metaphor— 
devoid of actual context of federal housing policy. Benston condemns 
“Silla’s continued monomania of ‘getting house’” and notes that “[w]hile 
the brownstones themselves are ‘indifferent,’ their occupants turn them 
into forces of life and death, symbols of aspiration and success.”72 Benston 
misses an important point, since it is not the occupants, but American 
racial politics that have turned home ownership into “forces of life and 
death, symbols of aspiration and success.” Marshall’s own criticism of ma-
terialism must not overshadow her larger critique of systemic racism in 
urban policy. Benston, after all, wrote in 1975, when decades of systemic 
divestment had turned Bedford- Stuyvesant into “Bed- Stuy, Do or Die,” 
trapping its inhabitants in a world of exorbitant rent, decaying infrastruc-
ture, underfunded schools, and resulting crime. Commenting on Silla’s ul-
timate ambition to purchase property on Long Island, Benston remarked 
that “the quality of life will be the same, the vision of ‘buying house’ having 
lost its grandeur while retaining its underlying misdirection.”73

This statement is, of course, blatantly untrue. While central Brooklyn 
had been targeted for ghettoization, parts of Long Island— planned com-
munities that pioneered modern (white) suburbia— were destined for 
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prosperity, middle- class comfort, and growing equity. The trajectories 
of Bedford- Stuyvesant, on the one hand, and Levittown, on the other, 
illustrate the fallacious nature of this statement. Certainly by 1975, when 
Benston wrote, Bedford- Stuyvesant and the suburbs of Long Island did 
not provide the same quality of life. Further, Benston fails to acknowl-
edge the policies that triggered this urban decline when he equates the 
“‘ravaged, ruined’ brownstones” at the end of Brown Girl with “the bank-
ruptcy of the values which [Selina’s] parents suffered because of their 
empty value structure.”74 Benston’s interpretation, connecting urban 
decline with the community’s moral bankruptcy, is complicit with one 
of the persistent myths of ghettoization in the United States, namely, ac-
cording to historian Craig Wilder, “this idea that black people, Puerto 
Ricans, and non- white folk generally moved into neighborhoods and 
destroyed them.” Neighborhoods like Bedford- Stuyvesant, Wilder offers 
as a corrective, “had actually been targeted for destruction before the 
victims of that destruction ever arrived.”75 Benston’s reading of black 
residents as self- destructive disregards these structural forces. In his 
misappraisal of neighborhood decline, Benston is not alone. The neigh-
borhood’s dramatic decline, in terms of its housing stock and living con-
ditions for its residents, is frequently neglected. Clearly, when the novel 
opens, in 1939, the brownstones “owned or leased by the West Indians 
look[ed] almost new with their neat yards, new shades and fresh painted 
black iron fences.”76 Yet, towards the end of the war, Selina is depicted 
walking “past the despoiled brownstones that had been converted into 
rooming houses, glancing at the roomers who stared like prisoners from 
the windows of their cubicles while their children chalked their names 
on the stoops.”77 Selina’s final glance at her community reflects the col-
lective social tragedy of this redlined neighborhood: “Faces hung like 
portraits in her mind as she walked down Fulton Street,” the narration 
describes. “Suggie and her violated body, Miss Mary living posthu-
mously amid her soiled sheets, Miss Thompson bearing the life- sore and 
enduring, Clive and his benign despair, her father beguiled by dreams 
even as he drowned in them, the mother hacking a way through life like 
a man lost in the bush.”78

Marshall’s mapping of decline on buildings, bodies, and social re-
lations alike continues until the final scene of the novel, presumably 
taking place in fall of 1947, when Selina reminisces that the once re-
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spectable Fulton Park has become “a ruined park which belonged to 
the winos who sat red- eyed and bickering all day, to the dope addicts 
huddled in their safe worlds and to the young bops clashing under the 
trees and warming the cold ground with their blood.” Studying “the rav-
aged brownstones,” Selina notes that unlike a decade before, when the 
streets were quiet at night, “Now, the roomers’ tangled lives spilled out 
the open windows,”79 indicating the increasingly crowded conditions in 
this part of Brooklyn. Testifying to the decline of Bedford- Stuyvesant 
and to its new function as a warehouse of poor people of color, Marshall 
wrote in Reina (1962) that the places that were central to her childhood 
“no longer matter that much since most of them have vanished. [ . . . ] 
Our house even, a brownstone relic whose halls smelled comfortingly of 
dust and lemon oil, the somnolent street upon which it stood, the tall, 
muscular trees which shaded it were leveled years ago to make way for a 
city housing project— a stark, graceless warren for the poor.”80

Yet the novel’s ending is as invested in central Brooklyn’s imminent 
future as it is in its recent past. Offering a glance at the politics of urban 
renewal, the book closes with the image of “a vast waste— an area where 
blocks of brownstones had been blasted to make way for a city proj-
ect [where] [a] solitary wall stood perversely amid the rubble, a stoop 
still imposed its massive grandeur, a carved oak staircase led only to 
the night sky.”81 These ruins contrast tellingly with the book’s opening 
description of an “unbroken line of brown stone houses [ . . . ] with high 
massive stone stoops and black iron- grille fences staving off the sun,” 
giving off “the impression of formidable height.”82 Looking beyond the 
ruins of a city block at newly erected public housing projects, Selina 
gets a cursory look at a dystopian urbanity. “[T]hose monolithic shapes,” 
she observes, “seemed to draw near, the lighted windows spangling the 
sky like a new constellation. She imagined she heard footsteps ringing 
hollow in the concrete halls, the garbled symphony of radios and televi-
sions, children crying in close rooms: life moving in an oppressive round 
within those uniformly painted walls.”83 Almost a half- century later, 
writing in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Henry Giroux observed 
the emergence of a new form of biopolitics “in which entire populations 
are now considered disposable, an unnecessary burden on state coffers, 
and consigned to fend for themselves.”84 Brown Girl illustrates that this 
form of American biopower has deeper roots.
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Reading the ruined city block as a symbol of a social tragedy, Selina 
“turn[s] away, unable to look any longer. For it was like seeing the bod-
ies of all the people she had ever known broken, all the familiar voices 
that had ever sounded in those high- ceilinged rooms shattered— and 
the pieces piled into this giant cairn of stone and silence.”85 As a final act 
in the novel’s last paragraph, Selina tosses one of her two silver bangles 
across her shoulder, producing “[a] frail sound in that utter silence.”86 
Read— as Selina’s character so often is— as divorced from the specific 
urban realities of a Jim Crow North, this act has been interpreted as 
“emblematic of her final ambivalence and self- division” or as reflecting 
“a kind of hybrid ethnicity.”87 However, when read within the context 
of northern urban segregation and decline, the book’s final words— “[a] 
frail sound in that utter silence”— is also to be read as a reflection of the 
novelist’s intention to produce a sound in the silence surrounding this 
planned destruction of a neighborhood. “In an historical sense, blacks 
in Brooklyn have long suffered from a triple disability [ . . . ] which taken 
in conjunction rendered its victims almost invisible,” Harold Connolly 
holds. “What,” he asks, “can the history of Brooklyn teach us about the 
process of ghettoization? What, if anything, could have prevented the 
creation of some of these demographic and socioeconomic tragedies 
that litter America’s urban landscape?”88 Paule Marshall’s novel offers 
some compelling answers to this question. Rather than being solely 
preoccupied with questions of self and identity, as her work is often 
understood to be, Marshall’s continued chronicling of the rise and fall 
of Bedford- Stuyvesant (from the opening page of Brown Girl to today) 
serves as an important contrapuntal voice to the nostalgic canon of liter-
ary Brooklyn.89
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“Let Those Negroes Have Their Whiskey”

White Backtalk and Jim Crow Discourse in the 
Era of Black Rebellion

Laura Warren Hill

On the whole  .  .  . these migrants are not lazy, shiftless and 
desperate as some predicted that they would be. They gener-
ally attend church, save their money and send a part of their 
savings regularly to their families. They do not belong to the 
class going North in quest of whiskey.
— Carter G. Woodson, 1918

Let those negroes have their whiskey.
— J. S. Johnston of Tallahassee, Florida, 1964

On July 27, 1964, Olive LeBoo, a long- time resident of Rochester, New 
York’s third ward, wrote to the city’s mayor, Frank Lamb, “as a citizen 
and a Rochesterian, in the hope that [Lamb] as an official will stand 
firm and not jelly out on the Negro problem.”1 Her letter, and many 
others like it from white citizens across the nation, came just days after 
Rochester’s uprising— an outpouring of social unrest that resulted from 
longstanding social tensions in the city’s two predominantly Black 
wards. Overpatrolled and underemployed, Black Rochester exploded 
when police with dogs arrested a Black man at a community dance. The 
uprising became an expression of discontent directed at three related 
social issues: police brutality, employment discrimination, and educa-
tional inequality. Yet, from LeBoo’s perspective “the Negro problem” 
resulted from the migration of “transient undesirable Negros,”2 and the 
appropriate solution was law and order. Many Americans, in and out of 
Rochester, would come to share LeBoo’s views.
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In 1964, LeBoo was fifty- four years old. She had owned her home 
on Fitzhugh Street in the third ward— an area hit particularly hard by 
the uprising— for at least ten years, an accomplishment in which she 
took great pride. Having noted that her family “was poor by financial 
standards” but learned “to make the best of a home that was available, 
cleaning a little paint hear [sic] and there,”3 LeBoo understood home 
ownership as a contribution to society and a political responsibility. 
Some forty years prior, when LeBoo was in her late teens, her father— a 
millwright, also born in Rochester and named after the politician and 
newspaperman Horace Greeley, died, leaving her mother and older 
brother to fend for themselves. When her brother married and moved 
out, LeBoo and her mother continued moving between apartments. By 
the time she purchased her home, she had settled as an office clerk for a 
local company. From her perch on Fitzhugh Street, she read the news-
paper daily and kept abreast of city policy and practice. Much about 
Rochester’s black population troubled her.

In the year preceding the revolt, LeBoo began to communicate her 
demographic concerns to her councilwoman, Constance Mitchell— the 
first elected Black official in Rochester. She also wrote regularly to the 
local and national NAACP, where she struck a conciliatory tone, noting 
that there existed in her neighborhood some “good respectable negro 
families” whom she “found it necessary in many instances” to defend.4 
She acknowledged that rent in her neighborhood was too high, but le-
gitimated the practice as it affected the races equally, and simply insured 
property owners against the damage done by the “plague of locusts” 
moving in.5 In her own telling, then, LeBoo was not anti- Black, but 
rather hoped to stop the flood of “transient riff raff . . . that are unspeak-
ably filthy, use the streets for toilets, loud, have some sort of music or 
radio in the window and playing to be heard 4 blocks away,” were “un-
married,” lived in “pig styes [sic],” and did not know “what a broom or 
soap was for.”6 She was a veritable expression of Jim Crow whiteness in 
the North, convinced that she was entitled to consideration and respect 
as a constituent.

LeBoo’s correspondents included Rochester’s police chief, and several 
city officials. She demanded accountability on urban renewal projects 
and took aim at the creation of the Police Review Board, formed in 1963 
after several highly publicized instances of police brutality, including 
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one investigated by the Justice Department. And, as expected, she re-
ceived responses regularly. Ms. Mitchell met with her in her home to 
discuss her concerns; and, city officials responded to her inquiry satis-
factorily regarding urban development plans. When she complained to 
Chief Lombard about the review board, “an insult to our Police Depart-
ment,” he directed her to contact the Fraternal Order of Police, head-
quartered in Philadelphia, rather than defend the organization. When 
writing the Fraternal Order of Police, LeBoo evinced none of the con-
ciliation she reserved for the NAACP, noting that “all the very undesir-
able elements” are “95% negros [sic] and believe [her] some are pretty 
bad.”7 Regardless of how forthcoming she was about her view of African 
Americans, LeBoo expected that as a white citizen and home owner, her 
communications to her city officials mattered. By all accounts, they did. 
As the 1964 uprising suggests, this was an entitlement reserved for white 
constituents, however. Black residents were afforded no such consider-
ation for their growing concerns.

Whether she was aware or not, LeBoo had entered a national conver-
sation— a Jim Crow discourse— taking place around migration, labor, 
race, and rights throughout the twentieth century. Rochester would be-
come prominent in this national conversation when in the postwar era 
southern Black migrants first moved to the city in significant numbers. 
As indicated by LeBoo’s correspondence, their arrival in that northern 
outpost, the 1964 uprising, and the subsequent white response make vis-
ible a form of white backtalk, which expressed fears about the changing 
world and the explosive dangers of race and racial construction, locally 
and globally. While the historian Carol Anderson notes the structural 
and political policy making inherent in white rage, white backtalk hap-
pens in homes, among friends, in local newspaper editorials, signaling 
to officials and courts that white rage will be supported.8

LeBoo was not alone. Accompanying her letter to Mayor Lamb was 
another that began with the familiar, “Dear Frank,” and then explained, 
“We will make a deal with you Rochester people but on our terms. We 
will take back into Dixie all 35,000 of your negroes for $150,000 each 
and in cash— no checks,”9 wrote J. S. Johnston of Tallahassee, Florida. 
With its crass tone, Johnston’s letter contrasts with the often polite seg-
regationism evident in the North. Yet, in the face of such commentary, 
a reporter for a Rochester newspaper summarized, “[W]e are beginning 
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to realize that discrimination, Northern style, can be even meaner in 
some ways than anything designed by the most unreconstructed South-
erner,” meaner, it seems, because it was so insidious.10

Some forty- five years prior to these Rochester events, scholar Carter 
G. Woodson had defended southern migrants against this Jim Crow dis-
course, as both moved north. LeBoo and Johnston illustrate this attack 
on the migrants’ work ethic and morals, attributing their struggles to 
Black pathology, rather than structural racism. Woodson rejected this 
position, lauding the migrants’ collective desire to save money, attend 
church, and support their families. The vast majority of these sojourners, 
he rejoined, had not traveled north “in quest of whiskey.”11 Neverthe-
less, these letters to Lamb some four decades after Woodson wrote re-
veal how rooted this trope had become. Johnston rebuked the mayor for 
banning the sale of liquor during the 1964 Rochester rising. Given that 
Blacks would not act properly if sober, as the Jim Crow discourse went, 
Johnston implored the mayor, “Let those negroes have their whiskey.”12

LeBoo and Johnston were just two of many who targeted officials with 
such Jim Crow discourse following the rebellion. One hundred and four 
such letters have survived in a municipal archive— letters penned by 
ordinary white people, from progressive liberals to fiscal conservatives 
who describe themselves variously as moms, NAACP supporters, tax-
payers, and citizens, and who fervently believed in American democracy 
and justice. Collectively, they circulated ideas and tropes about Black 
life, evincing their authoritative right as white people to the body politic, 
and ultimately mainstreaming this discursive backlash. Like LeBoo, they 
believed in their ability to influence events, and indeed official speeches 
and policies enacted subsequently seem to suggest their impact. While 
a more outlandish letter such as Johnston’s could be dismissed as histri-
onics, the majority reflect the earnest engagement of citizens insisting 
on their entitlement to the political system as well as their anxiety at 
the disruption of their racial realities. Having stayed abreast of current 
events, they felt not just empowered but entitled to inform and advise 
their elected leaders. Thus, the white backtalk generated in these let-
ters both mirrored and informed reporting, local and national. And 
while Rochester officials claimed fear of “a ‘white backlash’ of resent-
ment against Negroes,” as one told U.S. News and World Report, “‘We 
have to find a way to avert the backlash; we have received phone calls at 
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City Hall that would make your hair stand on end,’”13 such sentiments 
were widespread locally in newspaper editorials, in official documents 
from business associations, in speeches by city officials, and even in the 
analysis of psychologists.

Here, the Rochester archive suggests that far from inventing it, the 
law- and- order theme that became the centerpiece of Richard Nixon’s 
1968 presidential campaign simply capitalized on a grassroots movement 
that took root earlier in the decade. In 1963, Alabama governor George 
Wallace received, much as Mayor Lamb had, letters and telegrams from 
all over the country applauding his stand blocking Black children from 
white schools. As the legal scholar Ian Haney Lopez observed, “Hostil-
ity against Black advancement wasn’t confined to the South.” Wallace 
realized, “‘They all hate black people, all of them. They’re all afraid, all of 
them. Great god! That’s it! They’re all Southern. The whole United States 
is Southern.’”14 And while Nixon’s tactics have popularly been called 
the “Southern Strategy,” the Rochester archive suggests it was anything 
but a regional campaign, as is further evidenced by Nixon’s subsequent 
victory.15

Of the 104 surviving letters to Lamb, and to his city manager, Porter 
Homer, women authors comprised one third, occasionally cosigning en 
masse. Men authored forty- three letters, while twenty- three were un-
signed or were indecipherable, either because of a gender- neutral name 
or the use of initials. Organizations submitted the final thirteen letters. 
As one might expect, more than half of the letters (54 percent) arrived 
from Rochester. Another 36 percent of the letters originated in twenty 
different states, half from below the Mason Dixon line. Non- Rochester 
northerners provided another 10 percent while midwestern and west-
ern residents supplied another 8 percent. It is impossible to decipher 
where the final 10 percent originated. Only three authors self- identify 
as African American, an indication that they were not assured that their 
perspectives mattered.

This compilation of correspondence, evidence of a national conversa-
tion regarding race and migration, is likely one of many such collections 
housed in local archives. Yet, there is surprisingly little scholarship on 
the voices of average whites in response to the urban revolts that swept 
the nation in the 1960s and early 1970s. One explanation for this lacuna 
is that municipal archives are generally not well advertised, as national, 
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state, and university archives tend to be, and are often difficult to ac-
cess. A second potential explanation for the dearth of scholarship on 
the white response to Black rebellion is that scholars of civil rights and 
Black Power rightly privilege Black organizing, expectations, and efforts. 
The way white folks felt about or discussed Black strategies for trans-
formation bears little on their work. Another possibility is that scholars 
have not recognized northern anti- Black discourse in the same ways that 
scholars such as Matthew Lassiter, Joseph Crespino, and Jason Sokol have 
studied in the South.16 Northern anti- Black discourse remains largely in-
visible because northerners were not expected to have a racially defined 
consciousness. Yet, revealing the Jim Crow discourse as it took place on 
the ground helps to uncover just that. The conditions in which African 
Americans in the North lived and worked and the attitudes and beliefs 
they confronted rivaled those in the South. Despite its benevolent image, 
it is clear from these letters that the North was not the Promised Land.

Recent work by scholars, including Matthew Lassiter and Joseph 
Crespino, is useful for analyzing such letters.17 “The most insightful ob-
servers of southern history,” they posit, “have always insisted that the re-
gion is inseparable from the nation, that the South is not the antithesis of 
a progressive America but, rather, has operated as a mirror that reveals 
its fundamental values and practices.”18 In this sense, letters such as Le-
Boo’s and Johnston’s, which made demands, shared advice and strate-
gies, and called for a halt to black migration, offer scholars a glimpse at 
how white citizens across regions understood themselves. They also re-
veal both white fears and the contextualization of these fears in contem-
porary events. Grace Hale, a historian, notes that “[a]fter World War II, 
broad historical changes long underway— migration to cities and sub-
urbs, the rise of white- collar corporate employment, the growth of gov-
ernment and corporate bureaucracies, and the changing nature of family 
life— continued to erode middle- class whites’ sense of control over their 
lives and their feelings of rootedness in place and community.” Accord-
ing to Hale, “African Americans’ growing demand for greater rights 
only increased middle- class white fears.”19 The urban historian Khalil 
G. Muhammad argues that this began with Black emancipation in 1865: 
“African American freedom fueled far- reaching anxieties among many 
white Americans.”20 Such letters, then, demonstrate that in moments of 
rapid global change, when “the categories of power” are “destabilized,”21 
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white people of various political persuasions mitigated their anxieties by 
marking and defining Blackness, subsequently stabilizing and bolstering 
their own whiteness. The uprisings of the 1960s prompted white citizens 
to talk back racially. Whites constructed Blackness as the “Negro prob-
lem” rather than the Jim Crow conditions they perpetuated all while 
reasserting their racial priorities.

And Rochester was experiencing rapid change. The city’s Black pop-
ulation had grown exponentially, increasing 780 percent from 1940 to 
1970.22 Racially exclusionary practices such as redlining, that pernicious 
practice that confined Black newcomers to the two city wards tradition-
ally home to immigrants, created tensions.23 In fact, “A study of race 
relations in five major New York State cities revealed in 1958 that Roch-
ester had the most rigid barriers against the sale of houses in the sub-
urbs to Negroes.”24 Like LeBoo, the Rochester newspaper encouraged a 
change in housing policy and practices, not for the sake of equality or 
to guarantee civil rights but to prevent “the slums [from] sink[ing] into 
jungle conditions, real ‘ghettos’ where even the police fear to tread.”25 
This jungle trope recurs throughout the paper’s reporting and can be 
found in correspondence to the mayor. The city’s failure to reallocate re-
sources, other than police, severely strained municipal services, housing 
stock, parks, and schools in the increasingly Black and segregated wards. 
Inevitably, conditions deteriorated. Meanwhile, the dwindling number 
of white residents in these increasingly Black wards developed a siege 
mentality.26 The local paper reported, “Suddenly the Negroes seemed 
all around us— and not just in the big cities, but right here in Rochester. 
They took over the slums and the slums began to spread.”27

Despite this documentation of conditions, many claimed the Roches-
ter rebellion came as a surprise to white folks, causing one “civil leader” 
to publicly bemoan, “Why here— of all places?”28 This refrain was not 
unique to Rochester, but rather served as a generic reaction to racial 
unrest in cities outside the South. Historian and biographer Jeanne 
Theoharis argues that such rejoinders were part of a willful shock and 
a “strategic response by northern white officials and residents to deny 
[longstanding] black grievances.”29 Likewise, Lassiter and Crespino co-
gently argue that “[s]cholars, journalists, and politicians compartmen-
talized outbreaks of racial backlash in the ‘non- South’ by drawing on a 
reliable reservoir of southern metaphors,” and thus contributed to the 
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sense that social conditions were not to blame for Black dissatisfaction. 
Such a framework, Lassiter and Crespino continue, “attributes episodes 
of racism and racial violence inside the South to the social and political 
structures of the region, while portraying similar events elsewhere as 
anomalous incidents that really should have happened down in Mis-
sissippi or Alabama.”30 Asking “why here, why us” further hitched the 
regional issues purportedly endemic to the South to Rochester, much as 
Johnston’s letter, and others to the mayor, suggested. “The city seems to 
have become a victim of its own generosity,” the same unnamed official 
opined, in language reminiscent of LeBoo’s, “Rochester is known as a 
soft touch for welfare and relief chiselers. As a result, there has been a 
large influx of shiftless Negroes with no real desire to work for a living. 
They are the people who live in squalor, who won’t try to better them-
selves, whose main interest seems to be where the next bottle of booze 
is coming from.”31

The local papers continued to publish articles and editorials that 
while focusing on demographic changes, simultaneously shared a lan-
guage for the racial problems in the city.32 Later entitled “The Road to 
Integration,” this editorial compilation charted the growing animosity 
of many whites in Rochester to African Americans. Highlighting Black 
migration to the North, the compilation of articles posited that “Mr. Av-
erage Rochester Citizen (white),” wondered “why the Kennedy admin-
istration hasn’t done something about the city of Washington, which 
should be the nation’s showplace and which seems to be on the way to 
becoming a jungle.” Another article in the collection drew connections 
between citizenship and welfare: “The white should open all the doors 
and say, ‘Now that you have all the rights, accept the responsibilities and 
do the job.’ The white man should not want to carry the welfare loads of 
Negroes.”33

As the decade progressed, some would come to see Black grievances 
in the North as legitimate civil rights issues. The federal government lent 
credence to this view when, in 1968, it sanctioned the Kerner Report, 
which highlighted conditions found in Rochester and elsewhere, though 
it would subsequently bury the findings and decry the report’s more sys-
temic conclusions.34 In 1964, however, the Rochester Times- Union re-
jected the notion that racist structural policies and practices contributed 
to the rising. “This is rot, and every responsible Rochesterian knows it,” 
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the paper editorialized. “The riots were the result of unreasoning hood-
lumism. They occurred in spite of the fact that Rochester has as pro-
gressive a record in advancing civil rights, urban renewal and minority 
opportunity programs as almost any community in the country.”35 In 
1964, Black pathology remained the more palatable official explanation 
for uprisings.

As news of the Rochester rising spread across the country, such edi-
torials and articles fueled a national frenzy. Newsweek would report, 
“The preceding week of tumultuous rioting had already set in motion 
a groundswell of anti- Negro ‘white backlash’ sentiment.”36 The archived 
letters provide evidence for how this Jim Crow discourse unfolded. When 
Dr. Benjamin Pollack, the assistant director of the Rochester State Hospi-
tal, for example, was quoted in a U.S. News and World Report article call-
ing for “armed force . . . as the only way to deal with a rioting mob” and 
counseling that “[y]ou can’t appeal to reason . . . it’s deeds, not words, that 
count when you’re dealing with primitive emotions let loose. You’ve got 
to show strength,” because “they know that here in Rochester they can 
live on relief handouts and city charity without doing a day’s work,” peo-
ple responded.37 Lamb and Homer received an influx of letters from peo-
ple eager to apply this discourse to Rochester, the nation, and the world. 
Drawing on that U.S. News and World Report article, a Florida woman 
wrote to Lamb, “I think the free handouts and welfare checks have made 
parasites of many. . . . If this is not promoting illegitimacy I don’t know 
what is. It may be all right to help out with the first child but if they were 
fined for any thereafter that would put a stop to so many babies.”38 Letters 
such as this not only reinforce whiteness and mark Blackness; they also 
highlight the authors’ fears regarding national and global changes taking 
place at midcentury and beyond. Scholar Kathleen Gray offers that this 
type of conversation is indicative of a larger process. “What people say 
about race and how they say it reflects more than just individual racial 
attitudes: the way people talk about race constructs and deconstructs the 
racial status quo . . . what is expected, acceptable, meaningful, and good 
when it comes to the definitions and treatment of different racial groups,” 
she argues.39 A letter written from one part of the country to another 
offers more than just the perspective of a single author. Certainly those 
writing letters from around the country felt their voices should matter 
more than the African Americans about whom they wrote. As sociologist 
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Dean Harper summarized a year after the Rochester events, “What the 
riots did for many whites, then, was to permit the public expression of 
hostile attitudes. . . . [T]his was a time for people with hostile attitudes to 
express their hostility without feeling guilty.”40

For discursive purposes, these voices are here organized into two cat-
egories. It should be noted, however, that these categories are not clearly 
delineated in the letters, and that the correspondents seamlessly moved 
among white backlash tropes in this Jim Crow discourse. Their diversity 
and complexity speak to the deep- seated anti- Blackness of the era, a 
mindset that was never confined to the white South. The letters further 
reveal the anxiety that many whites felt in the wake of the urban rebel-
lions, and in challenges to white supremacy nationally and globally.

The first method for marking Blackness doubled as a commentary on 
welfare policies that had evolved since implementation in the earlier part 
of the century. Several writers suggested that national welfare policies, 
a catch- all phrase that actually referred to Aid to Families with Depen-
dent Children (AFDC), were the root cause of Black misbehavior. If only 
the state and national governments would revoke welfare benefits for 
African Americans who asserted citizenship rights, they declared, then 
Black uprisings would come to an end, and order would be restored. The 
second method for marking Blackness posited that the inherent nature 
of Black folk was “African.” Writers pointed alternatively to a childlike 
nature as well as to an essential animalism or jungle- like behavior. Many 
made unflattering connections to anticolonial rebellions and activities, 
especially the struggle for independence in the Congo, and expressed a 
broad unwillingness to coexist with America’s Black population.

Once Blackness had been marked in these ways, the correspondents 
sought to bolster white supremacy, by theorizing events in Rochester 
and the nation, and by outlining methods to perpetuate racial segrega-
tion.41 The letters demanded law and order, and reasserted the impera-
tive of white control. The correspondence reveals further the surprise of 
white northerners at the uprisings, and the glee of white southerners, 
eager to highlight northern white hypocrisy on the race question. “You 
Yankees will listen to us one day but it will be too late,” warned one 
white southerner.42 In the end, whites in the North and South looked 
longingly, if uncomfortably, for a new national consensus, a Jim Crow 
America, based on a shared understanding of whiteness.
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In Rochester, citizen response to the rebellion was a complicated 
outgrowth of long- held paternalist beliefs and a thinly veiled distaste 
for “transient undesirable Negroes” or, more pointedly, “this low down 
hoodlum negro element,” as Olive LeBoo put it.43 But the 1964 upris-
ing gave citizens from around the country the opportunity to espouse 
their views on the causes and cures of Black insurgency more forcefully 
to Rochester officials. Most white correspondents agreed that an overly 
generous welfare system contributed to Black “misbehavior,” reflecting 
a surprising awareness of national policy debates underway regarding 
the AFDC program. AFDC began in Roosevelt’s New Deal era as Aid to 
Dependent Children (ADC) a program to support children in families 
that lacked a primary male caregiver due to death, absence, or inability 
to work. As conceived and enacted, the program allowed states to cur-
tail dependent children not living in “suitable homes,” a euphemism for 
“children of never- married or African American mothers.”44 It also al-
lowed states, rather than the federal government, to set funding levels— 
all of which restricted Black access to the social safety net.

State- controlled ADC yielded surprising payment differentials for 
families who migrated, so that when thousands of southern Black mi-
grants settled in Rochester, white people believed high welfare payments 
had attracted them. A family coming from Sanford, Florida, would have 
received $7.30 per child in benefits before migrating, but a whopping 
$24.15 per child after arriving in Rochester. Still, these Florida children 
were in a much better position than families who remained in Kentucky, 
Mississippi, and Texas, states that refused to participate in the federally 
funded program at all.45 As a result of migration, white fears of “welfare 
sucking Negroes” gained currency. And when race rebellions erupted 
across the country, white citizens increasingly employed welfare to mark 
Blackness in the North. One need only recall the unnamed civil official 
who told a national news outlet, “Rochester is known as a soft touch for 
welfare and relief chiselers. As a result, there has been a large influx of 
shiftless Negroes with no real desire to work for a living.”46

Another Rochester author, who identified him/herself only as “an 
irate tax payer,” demanded that welfare payment to “all Nergros [sic]” be 
withheld until the merchants were repaid for damage done during the 
uprising. This same writer anticipated the 1965 Moynihan Report, which 
insisted that white families were stable while Black families were not. “We, 
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the people . . . have provided good housing projects, paid relief for the 
unemployed, even paid extra for all the illegetement [sic] children they 
have produced over the years,”47 ignoring or erasing the existence of the 
Black taxpayer, of course. Connecting welfare payments and illegitimate 
children was a related tactic. “Promiscuity in having children then pawn-
ing them off on welfare should not be tolerated,” harped another Roches-
ter citizen in 1964. “[P]roof of marriage and dependents (legal) should be 
required to draw welfare.”48 Daniel Patrick Moynihan echoed such beliefs 
a year later, in his 1965 report entitled The Negro Family: The Case for Na-
tional Action. “The steady expansion of this welfare program, as of public 
assistance programs in general,” he argued, “can be taken as a measure 
of the steady disintegration of the Negro family structure over the past 
generation in the United States.”49 In an attempt to convince President 
Lyndon Johnson to give racial inequality more attention, Moynihan rei-
fied this trope of Black pathology, a key tenet of white backtalk.

Importantly, these perceived connections between welfare and Black-
ness translated into a call for limiting Black citizenship. Bobby Baker, 
from Chicago, who signed his letter “Against Johnson the nigger lover for 
Votes,” suggested to Lamb that individuals who received government aid 
should be prohibited from exercising their constitutional rights. “[A]dults 
and families on relief that demonstrate” should be advised that “these re-
lief checks will be stopped at once.” Baker indicated that Lamb could then 
“[w]atch good results.”50 While Baker felt that withdrawing welfare could 
be used to punish activists, another Rochester resident felt that welfare 
payments contributed to the rising “I can’t see when you politicians are 
going to wake up that they are savages,” he wrote. “You pay them $300 per 
month relief money besides medical care, extra surplus goods and clothes. 
They use the money to buy liquor and say they are ill fed. I’m just inter-
ested to see what steps you are going to take against them but as usual I’m 
sure appeasement.”51 When a Times- Union editorial assessed conditions 
two years after the uprising, it demonstrated the hold that such views had 
over Rochester: “The feeling that Negroes shouldn’t be given something 
whites have had to work hard for is widespread. . . . It’s been said of the bit-
ter white reaction touched off in the past two years that people are simply 
expressing prejudices they’ve always held.”52 Such letters exhibit the long 
debate over migration, welfare, and race that heated up in the 1950s and 
rolled to a full boil in the 1960s.
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While many interlocutors determined that Black folk were too de-
pendent upon welfare, others suggested that they were simply too “Af-
rican” for integration into American culture. In seeking integration, the 
United States set itself up to face events similar to the racially charged 
disturbances then occurring in Africa. Despite their many obvious 
differences, these theorists shared with Black Power practitioners the 
view that uprisings in the United States paralleled anticolonial struggles 
in Asia and Africa, including the violent undertakings in Congo and 
Kenya. Giving a speech in Rochester in 1965, Malcolm X provided the 
history of such logic: “Until 1959 the image of the African continent was 
created by the enemies of Africa. Africa was a land dominated by out-
side powers. A land dominated by Europeans . . . it was they who cre-
ated the image of Africa that was projected abroad.” To his largely Black 
audience, Malcolm emphasized, “They made us think that Africa was a 
land of jungles, a land of animals, a land of cannibals and savages. It was 
a hateful image.”53

Now, as African decolonization unfolded, this trope was picked up 
in the letters sent to Rochester. A set of pamphlets sent to the mayor by 
a group calling itself “185 Million Americans” articulated this “Africa 
argument”:

The origin of the Negro is, I believe, quite well- known, but in case it is 
not, let us recall it. Africa was made the home of all Anthropoids and 
Apes, such as gorillas, monkeys, baboons, negroes, orang- a- tang, maus, 
and many other jungle tribes . . . There [sic] numbers were regulated by 
jungle environment. It is not unkind to remind him of his true place in 
creation. . . . He has a different body from us. It is black, it is strong in 
many ways solely to equip him for life in the jungle where we could not 
survive. . . . Jungle brains can only understand jungle laws. Has the world 
ever before seen such a disgraceful spectacle in any civilized country as 
has occurred in America? . . . They have taken over until we all bow to 
their will. We can expect much worse results soon.54

If perhaps this group had not connected “Negroes” with animals clearly 
enough in its first pamphlet, it echoed the sentiment in a second. Blacks, 
the second pamphlet commanded, “will drop no more of their offspring 
here on this land and claim they are American. Being born in a stable 
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doesn’t make you a horse. Wherever they are born they remain offspring 
of a black African jungle tribe. . . . Let us take a look at the Congo!” Both 
pamphlets equate Africa, or being African descended, with inhumanity.

Likewise, a postcard sent to Rochester pithily drew such connections 
to Africa. The card simply proclaimed, “Happy Congo!”55 People of 
African descent everywhere, these writers suggested, inevitably would 
revert to the laws of the jungle without firm white governance and con-
trol, a point underscored in the pre- uprising articles warning Rochester 
about its ghettoes. Other correspondence highlighted what was seen as 
the fixed nature of Blackness. One interlocutor mailed the article from 
U.S. News and World Report on the uprising with handwritten com-
ments that included, “Finest schools in the whole wide world cannot 
take the jungle out of the apes.”56 At once, this reasoning, long associated 
with places such as Mississippi, asserted the fundamental incapacity of 
Blacks to integrate into American life while simultaneously rejecting 
Black strivings for equality. The collection of letters reveals that in the 
North, too, invoking the “African jungle” to question African American 
aspirations was but one of many responses to the Black uprisings.

Yet not all correspondents subscribed fully to the “African jungle” 
depiction. Some conceded the humanity of Black folk, but denied their 
capacity for full development. African Americans, according to this ar-
gument, were a childlike people. William Leuco, of nearby Pennsylvania, 
believed that “negroes are not capable of any kind of organized violence. 
An individual negro with gun or knife can be dangerous, but a group of 
negros [sic] are like a group of children. All they can do is a little win-
dow breaking and make a lot of noise.”57 Consequently, Black citizens 
should neither be feared nor taken seriously; instead, they should be 
subject to law and order until they accept the leadership and guidance 
from white betters. Along these lines, another letter declared, “They are 
like children. They want attention. So, they are getting their glory by 
people printing their riots.”58 The belief that Black people were the moral 
and intellectual equivalent of children produced the following prescrip-
tion, articulated by Mrs. Joseph H. DeNoon: “The rioters cannot be 
reached with reason or money, but like a child, only with discipline.”59 
In this way, perhaps, Blacks were elevated above animals, where some of 
Lamb’s correspondents placed them, and accorded humanity, albeit of a 
childlike variety.
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These attitudes were not confined to letters. We see these tropes per-
meate public discussions surrounding civil rights issues in Rochester 
throughout this era. Two related debates playing out in the local papers 
in 1963 and 1964 surrounded Black speech patterns and Black reproduc-
tive rights. The local schools were heavily criticized for leaving the cor-
rection of “[substandard] Negro colloquial speech . . . up to classroom 
teachers to correct.” Apparently many in Rochester felt that African 
Americans were denied jobs not because of racist hiring policies but be-
cause “[f]orty- five percent of the Negro youths entering Rochester high 
schools do not know how to speak proper English.” They concluded that 
Rochester City Schools needed to implement a program.60 Likewise, one 
of the local papers, the Democrat and Chronicle, weighed in on debates 
over the placement of Planned Parenthood centers, calling for “intoler-
ance of any further obstruction to setting up Planned Parenthood cen-
ters in underprivileged areas . . . for the tragic clock- like spawning of 
unwanted children locks families into permanent poverty.”61 Thus the 
notion that Black Rochesterians were too African, too childlike, and 
incapable of solving their own issues had appeared in public debates 
around schooling and health care years earlier, a discourse evident in the 
post- uprising letters to officials.

Mayor Lamb’s correspondents strove toward several ends. First, they 
offered well- worn tropes from the Jim Crow discourse— liquor, the jun-
gle, welfare, Africa, and Blacks’ “childlike” nature— to mark Blackness. 
In so doing, they promoted Black inferiority and its corollary, white su-
periority. Having affirmed white supremacy, they made a case for Black 
restriction and exclusion by demanding “law and order.”

This cry for law and order simultaneously calls into question Roch-
ester’s, and perhaps the North’s, racially benevolent image. At one end 
of the spectrum, some merely desired “stricter enforcement of liquor 
laws and control of taverns” in the areas where the rebellion took hold.62 
At the other end of the spectrum was the increasingly frustrated Olive 
LeBoo. Immediately after the uprising she chastised Lamb, “Our police 
force should have shot to kill instead of accepting the going over they 
did. Appeasment [sic] will just call for more of the same.”63 LeBoo was 
not alone in her call for a heavy- handed response. Frederick Drury, writ-
ing from the University of Rochester, echoed her call, but with the caveat 
that he did “not mean this to sound like a ‘white backlash.’ I feel very 
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sorry for the too few negroes who have worked hard to better them-
selves and get out of the ghettos. They are the ones who suffer. As for the 
rest, I say they should have been shot, as any other looter would have 
been. Enough is enough!”64 Such responses were in no way confined to 
Rochester. Writing from Maryland, John Floyd sent Lamb a Washing-
ton, D.C., editorial making similar arguments. The editorialist declared, 
“[T]he American people are beginning to see that the looting of stores, 
with damages running into the millions, has very little to do with the 
merits of any ‘civil rights’ question but has everything to do with the 
age- old problem of crushing crime by any measure of law enforcement 
deemed necessary to protect life and property.”65

Others agreed with LeBoo that the civilian police review board, cre-
ated in the months preceding the uprising, tied the hands of the Roch-
ester police during the revolt. Rochester was one of the few cities that 
had a civilian review board at that time, though it would quickly fade 
into obscurity in the aftermath given its lack of popularity with many 
whites. Indeed, most cities refused to create similar panels, though ac-
tivists often demanded them. Rochester resident William Myers was 
among those who believed that the police review board contributed to 
the revolt. “In my opinion there is no mystery for the riot,” he wrote. 
“It looked to me as if the hands of your policemen were tied and with a 
hundred more handcuffed police you would have still had the riot. Why 
not admit it. . . . Without full law forcefully enforced, you have the law 
of the jungle, that is what we had in the riot.”66 For Myers, the police 
were responsible for containing the subhuman, “African” nature of Black 
Rochester, and they should be fully empowered to do so. Otherwise, 
civilization itself would be imperiled. This was the view of psychologists 
and businessmen alike. The aforementioned Dr. Benjamin Pollack coun-
seled, “You can’t appeal to reason. It’s deeds, not words, that count when 
you’re dealing with primitive emotions let loose. You’ve got to show 
strength.”67 J. Wallace Ely, president of Rochester’s Security Trust Com-
pany, in a rather personal letter to “Frank and Porter,” that is, Mayor 
Lamb and City Manager Homer, counseled,

Any criticism directed toward the police effort is sadly misplaced. They 
may have been outnumbered or overwhelmed and they may have been 
under some foolish restrictive orders with respect to the amount of force, 
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or under the impossible handicap of living under an impractical “Re-
view Board.” The fault lies not with the Police department but with those 
who have failed to comprehend. When a police force is under restrictive 
orders, there are evil forces that take advantage of their position. I feel 
strongly that we are either going to have law and order (regardless of what 
force is required to maintain law and order) or we are going to have civili-
zation replaced by civil war and anarchy. We have gone too far in building 
up a “sacred cow” status around certain groups, which, obviously, take 
advantage of their privileged status.68

Not everyone demanding law and order required shoot- to- kill orders. 
Others demonstrated both restraint in language and the possibility for 
law and order in moderation. Joseph Hockenos of Rochester, for exam-
ple, simply asked that it be impressed upon “all citizens that they respect 
the badge of law and order worn by policemen. . . . [I]t is good to im-
press upon those who think they are oppressed to start their climb back 
first by respecting the law and order that all other citizens respect.”69 A 
group of eleven Rochester residents protested the suspended sentences 
that participants in the uprising received. They collectively declared, “If 
instead of suspended sentences, given to these rioters, they were made 
to spend a few weekends in jail, it would give them something to think 
about and might help to prevent any more of this disgrace which they 
have caused in our city.”70 Interestingly, most of those suspended sen-
tences resulted from illegitimate arrests involving violations of the “riot 
curfew,” which city officials later determined they had no legal right to 
impose.

In response to such demands from the white citizenry, Mayor Lamb 
insisted publicly “that law and order shall prevail in Rochester. Any 
violations will be dealt with, and dealt with swiftly, harshly and conclu-
sively.”71 Homer echoed this sentiment. “I want to make it crystal clear,” 
he announced, “that we will not be sandbagged by any pressures from 
any person or persons, whether from Rochester or outside our city.” He 
did attempt to soften this message with the following: “I wish to tell you 
that despite the apparent sternness of the administration with respect 
to the preservation of law and order, we will recognize the legitimate 
rights of our citizens, whether members of a minority group or not.”72 
He failed to say which “legitimate rights” would be respected.
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Behind the scenes, Lamb and Homer were working with chief of 
police William Lombard on a new Emergency Mobilization Plan. 
Lombard later notified his subordinates that “[i]n addition to what has 
already been issued to the officer, additional weapons such as tear gas, 
riot guns and ammunition for same will be issued to each squad, post 
or unit.” The new plan also allowed for “a supply of night sticks to be 
issued to field personnel.”73 While many attribute the weaponization 
of police forces to the Watts uprising in 1965, the Rochester archive 
demonstrates an earlier response. Such changes in official policy re-
sponded directly to calls such as the one published in U.S. News and 
World Report wherein one “Rochester industrialist” complained that 
the “police— inhibited by fears of ‘brutality’ charges— didn’t start using 
their nightsticks soon enough.”74 Likewise, such changes reflected re-
search that Lamb had done on “riot control,” including an article pub-
lished in Ordnance a year before Watts by Lieutenant Rex Applegate, 
who suggested that “[t]he long baton is much superior to an empty gun 
or sheathed bayonet and also more effective since the man confronting 
the mob can use it with any degree of force indicated to achieve the 
desired result and, at the same time, personally perform in the kind of 
aggressive manner that maintains his morale and offensive spirit.”75 
Mayor Lamb undoubtedly felt that Applegate was speaking directly 
to him, given criticism he faced nationally from news outlets such as 
Florida’s Sun Sentinel, which reported, “The 180 guardsmen, part of the 
1,000 called to duty, carried unloaded bayonet- tipped rifles but did not 
have ammunition.”76

While white northerners attempted to explain urban rebellions, 
white southerners delighted in what they saw as northern white hypoc-
risy. Like J. S. Johnston, who with Olive LeBoo began this story, Mrs. 
Christine Drone (Louisiana) was among those who seemed to savor 
the ironic moment created by the Rochester rising. She sent a clipping 
about the revolt from her local paper suggesting that Rochester officials 
unwittingly reproduced the language of their southern counterparts: 
“Rochester’s City Manager sounds strangely southern in his protesta-
tions that ‘outsiders’ have stirred up that New York town and that— left 
alone— whites and Negroes could work out decent race relations. That, 
of course, is what the South has been saying all along, but we don’t 
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recall any protestations . . . in the North when the first ‘freedom rid-
ers’ caused such strife in various Alabama towns.”77 Drone rhetorically 
poked along the bottom of the clipping: “Ha, Ha, Ha! What was that 
you said about Mississippi?”78 Other letters highlighted a key message 
implied in such a communication: Black rebellion in northern cities 
created the potential for white solidarity across the Mason- Dixon line. 
Evelyn Powell, writing to both Mayors Lamb and Wagner of New York 
City, was among those offering such advice. “If it were not so tragic, we 
in the South would derive some compensation from the race troubles 
you are having in New York,” Mrs. Powell began. Such trouble could be 
avoided if northern whites were willing to learn from the experience 
of their southern counterparts. “We have been indignant that people 
in the North, who do not KNOW the Negro have had the audacity to 
presume to tell us what to do about the Negro problems, when we have 
been dealing with the Negro and trying to help him for over 200 years!” 
Such urban rebellions offered the possibility of a white racial accord, 
nationally. “There is something Southerners know about the Negro 
which may be of help to those trying to control delinquency among the 
Negroes” in the North, the sage Mrs. Powell concluded. “That is that he 
respects only strength and force. The more one treats the Negro as an 
equal, the more he takes advantage of that person.”79 While southern-
ers’ remarks are often and easily dismissed as disingenuous, the Roch-
ester archives make clear that they pointed to something real, even if 
their motives were questionable.

Not all those engaged in the Rochester correspondence and beyond 
believed white supremacy was ever in serious danger. J. S. Johnston 
pointed to two of the era’s most poignant symbols— whiskey and the 
police dog— summarizing what he viewed as the nationally shared 
plight and preserver of white America. His advice to simply “[l]et those 
negroes have their whiskey” was reminiscent of an old southern strat-
egy recorded by Frederick Douglass: “[B]y far the larger part [of the 
enslaved population] engaged in such sports and merriments as play-
ing ball, wrestling, running foot races, fiddling, dancing and drinking 
whiskey and this latter mode of spending the time was by far the most 
agreeable to the feelings of our masters.” Johnston simply pointed to 
Douglass’s observation made a century earlier: whiskey intoxication was 
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“among the most effective means in the hand of the slaveholder in keep-
ing down the spirit of insurrection.”80 Johnston believed this strategy 
would work equally well in the North if only white northerners would 
embrace it. For a community startled by a “new breed of Negroes,” John-
ston proffered, “It’s no new breed. You have just what we have had in 
Dixie for 343 long years, but you Yankees have 10,000+ long hot sum-
mers ahead of you.”81

The 1960s was a turbulent era around the globe, particularly for co-
lonialism and white supremacy. For Black folk worldwide, it was a mo-
ment of possibility. Any and every tactic was used to secure freedom and 
justice. In the United States, not since the Civil War had whiteness been 
given such a run. African Americans had integrated schools and univer-
sities, increased access to public space, and secured legislation to protect 
their political and economic rights. Increasingly, too, they rejected and 
challenged police efforts to limit and control their movements. Black 
equality was conceivable in such a moment.

Thus, many whites, north and south, rallied to uphold white su-
premacy. Using the familiarly perilous tropes— liquor, welfare, Africa, 
and animalism— they agitated around Black inferiority and the inse-
curity it created for the state. Having done so, they sought to protect 
the privileges of whiteness under the cloak of other threats. The most 
visible manifestation culminated in a local and national entreaty for 
law and order, calls that would be realized ultimately in the election of 
Richard Nixon in 1968. Along the way, white northerners and south-
erners negotiated a common cause, seizing an opportunity to bridge 
regional differences by joining once again on the race question. The 
1964 Rochester uprising and the subsequent correspondence provide 
a window through which to observe this national Jim Crow discourse 
as it unfolded.
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6

Segregation without Segregationists

How a White Community Avoided Integration

Mary Barr

The school bell rang as Anita Darrow, a suburban housewife, and her 
young daughter, Anne, drove by it. Seconds later, the doors were flung 
open. Students poured out. When Anne screamed, “Mommy, I didn’t 
know there were black children,” Darrow was overcome with guilt for 
raising her kids in the lily- white suburb of Winnetka, Illinois. Recall-
ing the incident years later, she said it inspired her to join a small group 
of concerned mothers determined to desegregate Chicago’s suburbs. 
Together the women would become the force behind a 1965 open hous-
ing campaign known as the North Shore Summer Project (NSSP).

Collectively, the communities of Evanston, Wilmette, Kenilworth, 
Winnetka, Glencoe, Highland Park, Lake Bluff, and Lake Forest are 
known as the North Shore. By 1910, railroad lines leading from Chicago 
made possible the growth of these chic residential suburbs. As wealthy 
whites left the city, the number of black southerners moving north grew. 
Whites acted quickly to contain these new migrants on Chicago’s South 
and West sides. Black people who managed to move into the city’s des-
ignated white neighborhoods were met with intimidation.1 Rather than 
turn to violence, North Shore residents enacted measures of exclusion 
that kept their public image intact while ensuring that their neighbor-
hoods remained off limits to African Americans not employed by white 
families. Service workers would have been the only black people Anne 
encountered before the drive into the city changed her worldview.

Most North Shore residents opposed fair housing. To keep their 
communities white, they turned to race- neutral policies such as strict 
zoning rules and land- use laws that prohibited construction of apart-
ment complexes. This tactic froze out blacks and other working- class 
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people, and enforced segregation. By framing housing discrimination 
in the language of liberalism, they disguised racial motivations with 
market interests.2

Blaming developers who added racial clauses to deeds, real estate 
agents who refused to work with black home buyers, and white neigh-
bors whom they claimed not to want to upset, North Shore residents 
pretended they believed in integration while simultaneously they main-
tained Jim Crow suburbs. Only rarely did they say outright that they 
did not want black neighbors.3 Yet, when fair housing activists tried to 
bring change to the North Shore, homeowners made sure they did not 
succeed. Their high social class enabled them to subdue pressures to 
integrate without appearing racist. Residential segregation in the North 
did not happen through individual prejudices, or because black people 
preferred black neighbors. It was a racial system embedded in social 
institutions and cultural practices.4

While the subtleties of northern discrimination could be difficult 
to prove, William Moyer, director of the American Friends Service 
Committee’s (AFSC) Chicago fair housing program, saw similarities 
between northern real estate discrimination and southern lunch coun-
ter discrimination.5 Moyer developed the idea for a suburban housing 
movement after participating in a voting rights campaign in Missis-
sippi in 1964. “Chicago’s system of separation of the races differs from 
Mississippi’s only in degree,” Moyer explained. “In Mississippi, the Ku 
Klux Klan burns churches. [In 1964,] in Chicago, three houses were 
burned to the ground because they were purchased by black citizens.”6 
In both Mississippi and Chicago, specific culprits could be identified, 
making a direct- action campaign viable. Believing that the problem 
stemmed from misunderstanding, the North Shore movement set out 
to end discriminatory housing practices through education and peace-
ful persuasion.

Darrow’s neighbor Henrietta Boal Moore, president of the Winnetka 
Human Relations Committee, was one of the North Shore liaisons for 
the AFSC’s Home Opportunities Made Equal, Inc. (HOME), a listing 
service for minority buyers that included suburban properties. In 1964, 
a year before the North Shore campaign, she joined other wealthy so-
cialites in the southern civil rights project, Wednesdays in Mississippi, a 
program that allowed affluent northern women to travel to Mississippi. 
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Like Moyer, Moore returned home ready to increase pressure on subur-
ban homeowners unwilling to rent or sell to African Americans.

If not for a small bronze marker set in a stone base on the corner 
of the Winnetka Village green, residents living on the North Shore 
today would not know about the local movement that attempted to 
end residential segregation. The community commemorates Project 
organizers, but refuses to acknowledge that most local people opposed 
integration. The media is partly at fault for sugarcoating northern rac-
ism. During the summer of 1965, local presses covered fair housing 
campaign activities, but ignored resistance against it. The national 
media either turned a blind eye, or portrayed liberal whites as sym-
pathetic to racial- justice initiatives. A New York Times article covered 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s visit to Winnetka and celebrated the large 
white audience eager to hear his message.7 This chapter tells the un-
derreported story of the 1965 North Shore Summer Project, the first 
direct- action civil rights movement in a suburban area, and the white 
“frontlash” resistance it inspired.8

North Shore residents hoodwinked integration activists, hid their 
true feelings, and signed petitions for open housing, but then op-
posed the effort. These deceptive acts undermined the Summer Proj-
ect’s educational strategy. Organizers set out to inform what they 
believed was a naive public about the suburban realities of segrega-
tion. The educational approach disregarded two fundamental realities: 
most white people did not want blacks as neighbors, and many black 
families did not want to subject themselves to humiliation and ostra-
cism just to live in hostile communities. Finally, education tactics as 
a means of advancing racial integration ignored a structural reality, 
namely, that no matter their credit history, African Americans had 
trouble securing mortgages to purchase homes.9 It was not individual 
naivety, but calculated perniciousness that advanced racial separation 
in the suburbs.

In the twenty- first century, less than 1 percent of the North Shore’s 
population, excluding Evanston, is African American. These segregated 
communities ignore the histories that created them: most North Shore 
residents did not want to live with blacks and defended housing segre-
gation tooth and nail, even while purporting to be against it. Chicago’s 
North Shore continues to reflect this history of northern Jim Crow.
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Thursday Afternoon Meetings (1961)

Henrietta Boal was born in Winnetka in 1915. She grew up in a rambling, 
big house built in 1879 for her grandfather, Lorenzo Johnson, a railroad 
tycoon, and attended Vassar College.10 A member of the class of 1937, 
she belonged to a generation of women that was empowered in ways 
that others were not.11 Still, she was not expected to put her degree to 
practical use and, in 1938, married a Harvard man, Philip Wyatt Moore 
Jr.12 Taking care of her five children occupied most of Moore’s time until 
her husband died unexpectedly of a heart attack in 1954. At this transfor-
mative moment, Moore, now thirty- eight years old and a single mother, 
took over his business, unusual for the time. She found companionship 
with other North Shore women who were also confident, well- educated, 
and independent.

In 1961, Moore joined a small group that included Anita Darrow, 
Dora Williams (also Vassar alumnae), and Jean Cleland, whose husband 
was a HOME board member. All had been involved in the AFSC’s Chi-
cago fair housing program and were frustrated by the slow pace of their 
work, so they decided to act privately and reach out to neighbors who 
were selling homes. The Wilmette Life, a weekly newspaper, listed local 
sales in its real estate section. The paper was published every Thursday. 
So the women met later in the day to gather the names and numbers 
of residents who had listed homes for sale. They would then call and 
ask homeowners to sell their property on a nondiscriminatory basis. 
More times than not, the calls were cut short when the person hung up, 
indicative of what people really thought about integration. The origins 
of the 1965 North Shore Summer Project can be traced back to these 
weekly meetings.13

A mission to create more diversity for their children’s cultural en-
richment as well as a tradition of noblesse oblige drove these women’s 
pursuit of justice in open housing. Darrow’s grandfather, the founder 
of Weiboldt’s department store, established a philanthropic foundation 
in 1921.14 Moore’s family had railroad money, and Williams was heir to 
the DuPont chemical company fortune. With resources and a shared 
purpose, the group was well positioned to bring about social change. 
In February 1963, they sponsored a full- page advertisement in the Win-
netka Talk, another local paper, calling for fair housing on the North 
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Shore and pointing out that though a century had passed since the sign-
ing of the Emancipation Proclamation, black people had not reaped the 
full benefits of citizenship. Sixty- seven Winnetka residents signed the 
letter— many of whom did not see their own discriminatory actions as 
denying rights to others.15

For most black activists, integrating the suburbs was not a high pri-
ority. In Chicago, twenty miles south of Winnetka, anger over public 
school policy was the principle source of black unrest.16 The Coordi-
nating Council of Community Organizations (CCCO), a broad inter-
racial coalition of Chicago civil rights, religious, and community groups, 
founded in 1962 by Al Raby, targeted school superintendent Benjamin 
Willis, who had become the symbol of Chicago segregation by placing 
mobile classrooms near overcrowded black schools to avoid integrating 
less crowded white schools.

Other civil rights organizations such as the Temporary Woodlawn 
Organization (TWO) focused on repairing the ghetto. TWO formed in 
1962 and sought to eliminate slums in Chicago’s Woodlawn neighbor-
hood using rent strikes as its tool for change. To be sure, some black 
civil rights organizations supported fair housing initiatives. Traditional 
race advancement organizations such as the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the Urban League 
sought change through legislation and joined forces to support passage 
of an Illinois State fair housing law. Using direct- action tactics, Chicago 
chapters of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) also pushed for 
open occupancy. CORE staged sit- ins in Hyde Park beginning in 1962 
and sponsored demonstrations favoring open occupancy in the North 
Shore suburb of Deerfield in 1963. These civil rights activities did not 
garner change from North Shore residents, who were experts at con-
cealing their own prejudices and liked to use the media to support the 
fiction that southerners were the culprits of racial injustice.

The biggest news stories of 1963 included protests of downtown busi-
nesses in Birmingham, Alabama.17 Searing images of police officers 
attacking protestors with water hoses overshadowed efforts both in Chi-
cago and in Mississippi where the Council of Federated Organizations 
(COFO), a coalition of major civil rights groups, including the Student 
Non- Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), was trying to empower 
voters. To gain media attention, and thus a national audience, members 
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of SNCC made the controversial decision to recruit white students from 
northern colleges to be part of an elaborate voter registration campaign 
named the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer Project (MFSP). Moore’s 
oldest son, Phil, a senior at Harvard, and his classmate, Geoff Cowan, 
volunteered. The boys’ mothers mobilized to support them with a plan 
that would join Jim Crow North and South.

Wednesdays in Mississippi (1964)

Polly Spiegel Cowan was a prominent New Yorker and social activist. 
She was also the volunteer executive director of Wednesdays in Missis-
sippi (WIMS), a civil rights initiative sponsored by the National Council 
of Negro Women (NCNW). In the spring of 1964, Cowan and Dorothy 
Height, president of NCNW, came up with the idea of sending teams of 
middle- aged northern women south to support COFO initiatives. They 
thought WIMS participants could mediate racial tensions by befriend-
ing southern women.

Cowan grew up in Kenilworth, Illinois. As with other North Shore 
suburbs, Kenilworth’s founders acted early to keep minority groups 
out. In 1889, developer Joseph Sears purchased land that would become 
the Village of Kenilworth. To ensure an elite class of residents he wrote 
building restrictions into the founding documents, including large lot 
sizes, high standards of construction, and sales to “Caucasians only.”18 
A Jewish couple, Lena and Modie Spiegel (of Spiegel catalogue fame), 
took advantage of Sears’s vague language when they bought a house in 
Kenilworth to raise Polly and her three siblings sometime around 1910. 
Over the years, and although the family achieved a degree of stature 
among their peers, “they remained outsiders.”19 According to sociolo-
gist James Loewen, “It is generally thought that one outcome [of the 
Spiegels] was to buttress the practice of enforcing restrictive covenants,” 
clauses that specified “white protestants only.”20 Kenilworth residents 
had closed ranks and loopholes. Growing up in the segregated North 
shaped Cowan’s racial consciousness and future activism.

As the WIMS project coordinator, her job was to assemble interra-
cial, interfaith teams of prominent northern and midwestern women, 
members of what she called the “Cadillac crowd.”21 To do that, she drew 
from her own social circle. Henrietta Moore was an ideal candidate; like 
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other WIMS members, she was a middle- aged college graduate and a 
member of various community boards and social- welfare organizations, 
including AFSC’s HOME and the Winnetka Human Relations Commit-
tee. Going to Mississippi to support her son pushed the geographical 
and ideological boundaries of her activism.

Seven teams visited Mississippi in the summer of 1964. Cowan asked 
Moore to be the coordinator for Chicago Team 6, which was scheduled 
to visit Mississippi August 11– 13. The interracial team consisted of six 
white women from the North Shore (including Moore; sisters- in- law 
Jean and Miriam Davis, who were also open housing advocates; Lucy 
Montgomery, a SNCC fundraiser; Narcissa King, and Sylvia Weinberg), 
and two African American civic leaders, Chicagoans Etta Moten Bar-
nett and Arnetta Wallace. Two years earlier, Barnett and Wallace had sat 
together at the head table of a Human Rights Dinner sponsored by the 
interracial American Friendship Club. Barnett, whose husband was the 
founder of the Associated Negro Press, was a well- known entertainer 
and philanthropist. Wallace was a member of the National Council of 
Negro Women’s executive committee. Although their stories are not as 
well known, northern blacks, like their southern counterparts, were also 
active in trying to overcome racism in their hometowns. 

The flight carrying the Chicago team arrived in Jackson on the eve-
ning of Tuesday, August 11. Local WIMS staff greeted the ladies, who 
were whisked away to drop off luggage and eat dinner. Once they landed, 
local Jim Crow laws required the women to separate. The next morning, 
they drove to Canton, Mississippi, where they visited a freedom school, 
voter registration project, and community center. On Thursday, they 
returned home, where Chicago’s segregated housing policies required 
them to separate again.

Back on the North Shore, the white women did not abandon Mis-
sissippi. They continued to support COFO projects by giving lectures, 
fundraising, and holding book drives. With a heightened awareness 
of racial struggle, they had gained new ways of seeing their own com-
munity problems. Chicago had its own variant of Jim Crow segrega-
tion, undergirded by separate and unequal housing, and at its core was 
not different from the communities they had witnessed in their travels. 
“Many of us who live here have expressed our deep concern and indig-
nation about events in Alabama and Mississippi, but are unwilling to 
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address the closed communities we call home,” the women wrote.22 The 
prospect of a summer project was beginning to take form. What they 
did not expect was that, in parallel ways, North Shore residents would 
resist change as strongly as white Mississippians.

The great majority of people living on the North Shore did not want to 
be considered bigots. Individually, they agreed that African Americans 
should have equal opportunities in Winnetka and elsewhere. Subur-
banites expressed sympathy for integrated schools or voting rights— 
targets of the southern civil rights movement— but deep down did not 
see open housing as an equivalent. On the surface, there seemed to be 
widespread support for integration. This was not a coincidence, accord-
ing to Thomas Sugrue, a leading historian on the northern civil rights 
movement. “[M]any of the towns [in the North] with the most vocal 
open housing organizations . . . had little affordable housing stock.”23 
The irony was that while black people could not buy property in Win-
netka, they could work there. Most large homes in the area had servants’ 
quarters. This explains why the 1960 census recorded 252 black residents 
in Winnetka out of a total population of 13,368.24 North Shore Summer 
Project organizers saw no reason to doubt their neighbors’ integrity and 
were convinced they could counter misperceptions with facts. They be-
lieved that the segregated society of the North Shore reflected the wishes 
of only a small percentage of the community, demonstrating how suc-
cessfully northern racism was able to mask itself. They underestimated 
their neighbors’ bigotry.

The North Shore Summer Project (1965)

The American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), an international civil 
rights organization founded by Quakers in 1917, organized its Chicago 
Housing Opportunity Program (HOP) in 1951 after a white mob of four 
thousand attacked an apartment building housing a single black family 
in Cicero, Illinois. In 1960, under the leadership of William Moyer, HOP 
created HOME, Inc., a listing service for minority buyers that served as 
a channel for suburban sellers and minority buyers to make contact and 
whose philosophy resembled WIMS’s bridge- building philosophy. HOP 
also established fair housing committees in about twenty- five suburbs to 
keep a record of houses that were for sale or rent on a nondiscriminatory 
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basis. On Chicago’s North Shore, the committees were scattered through 
what was to become the Summer Project area.25

Working with property owners to make individual suburban homes 
available for sale to black families met with modest success. HOP records 
indicated that there were twenty thousand qualified black families in Chi-
cago who wanted to buy homes, and North Shore agents had serviced 
only .025% of that total in recent years.26 Moyer thought more could be 
accomplished if the independent housing committees redirected their en-
ergies to develop a joint program. At the invitation of Reverend Buckner 
Coe, fair housing advocates met at the First Congregational Church in the 
North Shore suburb of Wilmette on January 21, 1965. It was at this meeting 
that the idea of the North Shore Summer Project took shape.27 A steering 
committee consisting of AFSC staff and local community members was 
assembled. During the meeting, the group evaluated the slow pace of their 
work. The open- housers trusted their neighbors and thought they could 
rally them to demand a change in real estate practices. The real estate in-
dustry was cast as an enemy that had to be conquered.28

Virtually all brokers operating on the North Shore belonged to 
one trade organization, the Evanston– North Shore Board of Realtors 
(ENSBR). If the extent of its overall authority was in doubt, its role in ef-
fectively backing housing discrimination was clear. The board controlled 
its members’ policies through a written constitution, a central office, and 
a monthly newsletter. With its far- reaching power, ENSBR effectively 
kept homes out of the reach of minority buyers: through a multiple list-
ing service (homes listed for sale by member agencies); by refusing to 
list homes for sale on a nondiscriminatory basis; and by declining to 
service black home seekers. Statistical data illustrate the results of these 
discriminatory practices. The board listed over two thousand homes for 
sale in 1964, yet only five black families moved to the North Shore that 
year. Realtors relied on a conservative rhetoric of individual rights to 
defend their policies. Arguing that “nobody wants to sell to Negros,” 
“the community isn’t ready for it,” and “the owner has the right to sell 
to persons of his choice,” they claimed to be acting simply as agents for 
their clients and therefore powerless to do anything about it.29 Because 
brokers projected blame for their actions on residents, open housing ad-
vocates concluded that agents might adopt nondiscriminatory policies 
with reassurance from residents.
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Local residents were not ready to give such a mandate because they 
did not care if there was a problem or not. An almost insurmountable 
obstacle confronting the housing committees was the apathy of most 
suburbanites regarding racial discrimination. Residents were white and 
prosperous, and free to buy any home they could afford. They did not 
see the racial composition of their suburbs as being related to urban 
ghettos where inadequate housing, high unemployment, poor schools, 
and poverty were the flip side of affluence. Social isolation ensured that 
North Shore residents lacked cross- racial understanding and therefore 
made decisions based on stereotypes and prejudice. While it was the ex-
clusion of nonwhite families from North Shore suburbs that had created 
these ghettos, the media’s distorted portrayals of black people let whites 
believe otherwise. In a rare transparent moment, a North Shore resident 
wrote a letter to a local paper explaining why he opposed integration: 
“We cannot afford to have Negroes moving in on us in the suburbs. I 
understand they are lazy, shiftless, and uninterested in community af-
fairs.”30 Still, Summer Project leaders believed that housing discrimi-
nation stemmed largely from misunderstanding and only in part from 
prejudice and bigotry, both of which could be remedied by gently edu-
cating North Shore communities.

Project members set out to challenge the collective conscience of the 
North Shore, a goal that was based on the liberal premise that compas-
sionate white Americans would see racism as a travesty of justice once 
they truly understood its impact on black families.31 At the same time, 
organizers were careful not to accuse residents of wrongdoing for fear 
they might alienate them. The group set its mild- mannered agenda:

(1) Publicly dramatize the fact that Negro citizens are being denied the 
right to choose where they want to live in Chicago’s North Shore. (2) 
“Register” white home sellers to sell their houses on a nondiscriminatory 
basis. (3) Encourage North Shore citizens and organizations to publicly 
demand that the real estate system serve all citizens without regard to 
race, color, creed or national origin. (4) Work with Negro families as they 
try to live in the North Shore neighborhoods of their choice.32

Organizers decidedly linked Mississippi to Chicago’s North Shore. 
The Summer Project was designed to dramatize the issue of the closed 



Segregation without Segregationists | 173

community in the North much in the same way that Mississippi’s closed 
society in the South had been illuminated. Black people were asking to 
be served by realtors and treated like first- class citizens, but they were 
being turned away, just as courthouses in the South turned them away. 
Northerners had expressed outrage at southern racists believing they 
were superior. Organizers drew parallels to southern Jim Crow, hoping 
whites would take a look at themselves in the mirror. At every turn, 
North Shore organizers sought to identify with the Mississippi Freedom 
Summer Project.

The tactical and ideological imprint of the Mississippi Freedom 
Summer Project was everywhere evident in NSSP’s agenda. The name 
“Summer Project” itself was inspired by the Mississippi campaign and 
consciously copied in an attempt to transfer its glamour to quiet, tree- 
shaded suburban streets.33 As with MFSP, student volunteers provided 
manpower for the North Shore Project, but instead of registering vot-
ers, they registered homeowners willing to sell on a nondiscriminatory 
basis. The organization’s prospectus drew connections to the South even 
when the comparison was not warranted. For example, it exaggerated 
the risk students would take when stating that volunteers would need to 
dig deep to summon “the same courage, stamina and guts that enabled 
COFO workers not to give up last summer when the going got rough.”34

The most obvious connection between the two movements was the 
returning volunteers. Most of the suburban participants had attended 
either a march or a rally and had witnessed nonviolent direct action, 
alongside such civil rights giants as Martin Luther King Jr., John Lewis, 
and Fannie Lou Hamer. In 1962, Dora Williams had worked with King in 
Albany, Georgia. Henrietta Moore drew from a broad repertoire of edu-
cational and persuasive techniques and activities that she had learned in 
Mississippi with WIMS. North Shore women had marched in Selma for 
voting rights, in March 1965, alongside Viola Luizzo, a housewife from 
Detroit, murdered by the Ku Klux Klan following a King rally in Mont-
gomery. Back safely at home, the women did not fear for their lives. 
Instead they were ostracized and faced bitter resentment from neigh-
bors who smiled and pretended to be on their side. As a reminder that 
she had accomplished the impossible twice before, Williams carried a 
typewritten note in her purse that read, “Age 18: Suspended from Vassar 
for breaking the college rules (they don’t have them anymore). Age 50: 
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Jailed in Georgia for breaking the Jim Crow rules (they don’t have them 
anymore either).”35

What these organizers had seen down South convinced them of the 
need to bring the struggle for racial justice home to their local commu-
nities. But it was easier to go to far- off places in the South to confront 
racism than it was to confront neighbors at home. The hypocrisy was 
not lost on them. Mississippi had been described as a “closed society.” 
“The same could be said about white neighborhoods in the North that 
excluded Negro families.”36 At some point they must have also faced 
their own complicity and to their credit they decided to do something 
about it. As the Summer Project’s founding documents laid out, “Now it 
is time to do something about our own hometown.”37

The North Shore Project was well thought out and tightly organized. 
As in the South, women led civil rights organizing in the Midwest, often 
doing much of the day- to- day work. In the suburban context, unlike in 
the South, most women were white. Even as the Summer Project em-
powered women, it still held rigid views of the roles they could play. 
With the exception of Henrietta Moore, who served on both the steering 
and executive committees, men were assigned to key positions at the 
top. Reverend Emory G. Davis of Bethel AME Church in Evanston was 
appointed chairman of the steering committee, and William Moyer, who 
headed HOP, was named executive director.38 Because women had been 
on the ground locally as members of AFSC housing committees, they 
were named town chairs for each of the participating suburbs. Women 
also oversaw most essential tasks divided among ten subcommittees. 
Representatives from the subcommittees formed an executive board that 
assumed overall responsibility for the project.

Recruiting and caring for the student volunteers was regarded as 
women’s work. Informational flyers were sent to colleges and universi-
ties. Organizers targeted the Chicago area: “The primary sources of po-
tential candidates will be through colleges on the North Shore, students 
whose homes are on the north shore, but who go away to school, and 
Negro students who live in Chicago.”39 Students had to be intelligent 
and articulate in their interactions with homeowners. They would also 
bear a heavy responsibility for the program’s success and would have to 
cope with a variety of difficult and important situations. After careful 
review, a short list of applicants received in- person interviews. Nearly 
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one hundred students were chosen. Jean Cleland, who, with Moore and 
Williams, had made phone calls to homeowners in 1961, oversaw the 
maintenance committee charged with housing, feeding, and transport-
ing student volunteers.40

Moore’s daughter, Lesley, was among the few high school graduates 
recruited. She planned to start Pitzer College in the fall of 1965. A few 
students from outside the area received room and board from North 
Shore residents. The Moore family hosted Grace Meigs Dammann, also 
a recent high school graduate. The clear majority of young people were 
college students. Of this number, nearly everyone attended colleges in 
the Chicago area. A few students from northern colleges had enrolled 
in exchange programs with southern institutions. Almost all the stu-
dents were from the North Shore, either residents or in college there— 
carrying out the position that “this is a local problem with local people 
working to solve it.”41 Organizers hoped to recruit an equal number of 
white and black college students, believing it was “important to have 
persons in its project representing a wide variety of religions, nationali-
ties, and races.”42

Recruiting black students proved difficult. One reason why most 
volunteers were white was that students had to be able to forego sum-
mer jobs. Black students did not live in the area and would have to pay 
the extra expense, above their ten- dollar weekly stipend, of commut-
ing from Chicago or lodge with a North Shore family. As a result, most 
of the volunteers were white, upper- middle- class college students for 
whom the issue of money was not a concern.

On June 25, 1965, student volunteers arrived for orientation. For a 
week, they were schooled on race and housing on the North Shore. They 
learned local real estate practices and terminology. Henrietta Moore 
and AFSC staff gave workshops on the history and methods of nonvio-
lence. Steering committee member and chair of the Winnetka commit-
tee, Dora Williams, who had also been part of the 1961 group, hosted a 
reception for students at her Winnetka home. Williams, like the other 
women, had the support of their politically involved husbands. In 1964, 
Dora’s husband, Lynn Williams, unsuccessfully challenged incumbent 
Donald Rumsfeld for a seat in Congress. The Williamses invited Lerone 
Bennett Jr., senior editor at Chicago- based Ebony Magazine, to give 
a welcome speech. His words inspired the crowd: “All Americans are 
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indebted to you for taking up this fight in this place and at this time. 
For white liberals cannot convert anyone in America until they convert 
themselves and their constituencies. It is something to send money to 
Selma, but it is more to give Negroes jobs in Chicago and to fight for 
open occupancy on the North Shore. It is something to march on Mont-
gomery, but it is more to march through the heart of the church and 
in the streets of Winnetka.”43 Real estate discrimination had restricted 
black housing choices. Brokers would not make their listings available 
on a nondiscriminatory basis without consensus from a misinformed 
community. The time to educate homeowners had come.

For the next eight weeks, students interviewed white homeowners 
about their willingness to participate in an open market. Beginning on 
July 5, they followed a daily routine that was highly structured. Each 
of the participating suburbs had rented a storefront and placed a large 
banner outside that read, “North Shore Summer Project Freedom Cen-
ter (town name) Headquarters.”44 Students arrived by 9:00 a.m. to re-
ceive lists of families selling homes through ENSBR. Student canvassers 
then visited home sellers in pairs. They were instructed to be polite, use 
friendly persuasion to get answers, and leave gracefully if faced with re-
sistance. When student volunteers arrived on doorsteps they introduced 
themselves by name, explaining that they were NSSP fieldworkers, and 
then conducted their interviews.

Students were instructed not to veer from the well- designed ques-
tionnaire. Data collected by students would be compiled into a report 
and released to the public in August through the media. Homeowners 
had received letters about the project before it started. Students began 
each interview by asking residents if they had any questions about the 
letter. Then they asked, “Will you show your home to any buyer your 
realtor brings regardless of the buyer’s race, color, creed or national or-
igin?” If homeowners answered “yes,” they were asked to sign pledge 
cards (eventually shown to brokers and African American buyers) and 
petitions. Homeowners who answered “no” were asked to explain their 
decision. Students gave a scripted response: “If we overcome this (these) 
objection(s) will you show your home to any buyer regardless of the 
buyer’s race, color, creed, or national origin?”

Drawing from information received during orientation, students had 
plenty of evidence to counter resistance to fair housing. For example, if a 
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resident expressed concern about plummeting property values, students 
cited findings from Property Values and Race by Dr. Luigi Laurenti, who 
had concluded that when nonwhites enter a previously all- white neigh-
borhood consisting primarily of single- family homes, prices of residen-
tial property in the area will probably not decline and may very well 
rise.45 If a homeowner produced a property deed stating that the home 
must be sold to Christian Caucasians, students reminded owners that 
the 1948 Supreme Court decision in Shelley v. Kraemer held that courts 
could not enforce racial covenants. If homeowners feared that a sale to 
one black family would open the floodgates to other minorities, students 
explained that North Shore property was too expensive for blockbusting 
to be a real possibility. Rapid block- by- block change and neighborhood 
transition happened in relatively low- income areas usually adjacent to 
large black ghettos bursting at their seams.

A number of students commented on the hostility they faced. Dur-
ing an interview conducted in southeast Evanston, a student volunteer 
reported that a woman became “very emotional.” She stood behind her 
screen door and scolded him: “Negroes want to live next door so they 
can ‘marry our daughters.’” According to another student, there were no 
“violent reactions” per se; instead persons opposed to selling to minori-
ties had been “polite in their refusal.”46 Overall, northerners practiced a 
greater subtlety of justification for their bigotry than southerners. Prop-
erty owners knew how to be discreet. They said they were opposed to 
an open market by projecting blame on racist neighbors. By blaming 
neighbors, realtors, or extolling “rights,” they avoided responsibility for 
their own choices. They persuaded themselves and others that segrega-
tion came to them from without.

African American home buyers were another important component 
of the Summer Project. They were sent into the field to test realtors and 
record anecdotal evidence of residential discrimination. Their stories 
were used to expose and publicize injustices. As was the case with black 
students, the Project struggled to recruit “pioneers,” or black middle- 
class couples that would be the first to buy houses in white neighbor-
hoods. African American families did not necessarily want to live where 
they were not welcome and feared for their children’s safety if they hap-
pened to be successful. Reflecting on the summer, Moore wrote, “The 
problem was that there were very few Negro homeseekers with the time 
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and the special courage necessary to face the rebuffs, the equivocations 
they met in real estate offices.”47

Harriett Robinet and her husband, a physics professor at the Univer-
sity of Illinois, who had been living in a small, cramped Chicago apart-
ment for five years, wanted to live in Winnetka and were one of the 
few black couples willing to give it a try. Schools were a priority, and 
the North Shore had the best. The couple was refused by three realtors 
before giving up. Eventually, they bought a house in Oak Park, a suburb 
west of Chicago. Robinet described the precautions that her family had 
to take when moving into their new home:

The Illinois Commission of Human Relations suggests that neighbors not 
see the Negro family near the house before the actual moving day. I hadn’t 
even been inside our new home yet. The moving must be fast and pro-
fessional, done in the middle of the day, in the middle of the week— no 
weekend idlers nearby. And the white neighbors must be completely 
informed before the move- in takes place. Two hours before we arrived, 
everyone on the block received a mimeographed notice from the vil-
lage manager, explaining that a Negro family was buying a house on the 
street from a Presbyterian minister and his wife. Then to dispel rumors 
about us, the notice described our family and our background briefly but 
thoroughly.48

The Robinet family would always be a spectacle to their neighbors, and 
they would constantly have to prove their worth. The question was, were 
good schools and safe neighborhoods worth it?

Collecting the data was one thing. Disseminating information to 
make a difference was another. While northerners still reveled in the 
notion that they were not as bad as the southerners on the issue of civil 
rights, the proponents of NSSP still yearned for a similar national spot-
light on their movements. Therefore, organizers made every effort to 
associate the Summer Project with the national black freedom struggle. 
But the Summer Project could not count on racist police to manufacture 
drama and sympathy. Housing segregation did not make for compelling 
television. Viewers had come to expect violent bodily injuries, and when 
violence was enacted against property, it did not have the same effect. 
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They also could not count on the media. Weekly suburban newspapers 
provided coverage, but the national media failed to report it. In the sum-
mer of 1965, outbreaks in Los Angeles and on Chicago’s Westside, after a 
black woman was killed by a firetruck, made headline news.

The daily metropolitan news did not pay much attention to the North 
Shore fair housing struggle. A fulltime NSSP publicity director could get 
attention from the local community presses but was unable to gain the 
interest of the national media. Usually the voice of the status quo, these 
smaller community presses did help the women publicize Project events 
and activities. Since the national media were also the northern media, 
editors may have lost some of their enthusiasm for pointing out the re-
gion’s flaws. Instead, Summer Project workers doubled down to give the 
project visibility. Notable scholar- activists headlined public meetings. 
Such luminaries included Reverend C. T. Vivian, renowned historian 
John Hope Franklin, and the most popular civil rights leader of the time, 
Martin Luther King Jr. These educational events were well attended by 
project participants, but they never reached the whole community, ex-
cept the King rally.

The rally that featured Martin Luther King Jr. was the Project’s lo-
gistical tour de force. Ten thousand people attended the rally without 
incident. The Winnetka police chief directed a brigade of police who 
controlled traffic and crowds efficiently and effectively. The relatively 
high social class of Winnetka’s residents meant that they subscribed 
to a certain standard of public decorum, and they had the resources 
to ensure it. King, who was then president of the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC), was in Chicago as part of his ten- day 
people- to- people tour of northern cities. Demonstrating a strong em-
phasis on labor and economic challenges, this tour signaled the civil 
rights icon’s increasing focus on the urban ghettos of the North and his 
insistence on including more prominently northern challenges in the 
ongoing southern- based civil rights struggle. Indeed, his visit was timely 
for NSSP, a movement whose existence underscored that trend. With the 
local attention it received, it was described as the Project’s greatest tangi-
ble accomplishment. The rally enabled the Summer Project to associate 
itself with the national civil rights movement in a way that it had never 
done before and to take advantage of Dr. King’s charismatic appeal.
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“You Would Do Us All a Big Favor If You’d Just Move out of 
Winnetka to the West Side of Chicago. We Wouldn’t Miss 
You at All.”

A civil rights march through the North Shore villages on August 29, 1965, 
marked the end of the North Shore Summer Project. It was a beautiful 
Sunday afternoon and Selma- styled, confrontational nonviolent tactics 
were on full display. The pace was brisk. Moyer, John Lewis, who was 
then president of SNCC, and Reverend Davis led a line of marchers that 
stretched a couple of blocks. Demonstrators walked four abreast. There 
was no sign of Moore or the other North Shore women who had spear-
headed the campaign at the front of the line. When marchers reached 
Evanston, they paused for silent prayer in front of the Evanston– North 
Shore Board of Realtors’ offices. The crowd then descended on Bent 
Park to celebrate two months of fair housing advocacy work. Reverend 
Davis addressed the crowd: “The North Shore Summer Project ends. But 
the civil rights movement is on the North Shore to stay. We’ve proved we 
can march at home as well as in Selma.” John Lewis was also a featured 
speaker at the rally. There is nothing wrong with being an agitator, he 
said, “if you’re agitating for the right thing.” He continued, “It’s like a 
washing machine shaking dirt out of the clothes.”49 The crowd sang sev-
eral civil rights songs, including “We Shall Overcome,” the anthem of the 
southern civil rights movement.

The event was not merely about exhibiting solidarity. Organizers used 
the event as a forum to present a ten- page report reflecting the out-
comes of eight weeks of intensive research that revealed the realities in 
a racially segregated society. At a press conference after the march, or-
ganizers and volunteers continued to distribute the report. This detailed 
report laid bare the salient facts backed by solid statistical details. Four 
hundred and sixty- two homeowners with property for sale were inter-
viewed, 73 percent of whom said they were willing to show their homes 
on a nondiscriminatory basis. Fifty- seven percent said they had never 
discussed the issue with their agent, because they did not place restric-
tions themselves and they assumed that their home was being shown to 
all potential buyers. Of the respondents, 322 said they were not influ-
enced by the racial or religious composition of a prospective neighbor-
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hood. There were 209 homeowners who had refused to be interviewed; 
however, even if they had responded negatively, that would still mean 
that 50 percent of homeowners were in favor of nondiscriminatory sell-
ing. Additionally, of the 1,560 property owners who were interviewed 
and did not have homes for sale, 1,277 said that “if a Negro moved next 
door to them they would not move, not agitate for removal, nor ‘do any-
thing.’” Of owners who were not moving, 82 percent said they would 
accept Negroes as neighbors. These numbers represent “only a willing-
ness not to move out and not to protest if a black family moved next 
door,” according to Phyllis Palmer’s study of a white neighborhood in 
Washington, DC. “Passive acceptance did not indicate a willingness to 
take positive action.”50

In a nutshell, the report concluded that the realtors were the primary 
culprits of racist housing discrimination: “The realtor has obviously 
conducted his business according to his own fears and prejudices, not 
according to the unknown wishes of the seller.”51 Reverend Davis per-
sonally presented the report to Louis A. Pfaff, president of ENSBR. The 
dissemination of the report and its submission to the main culprits of 
the problem marked the end of the North Shore Summer Project.

With help from local college student volunteers home for school 
break, and black home buyers wanting to move to the suburbs, orga-
nizers had worked to diversify the North Shore through door- to- door 
interviews and weekly lectures given by prominent civil rights activists. 
White suburbanites had refused to budge. While organizers borrowed 
from and were influenced by the southern movement, they also had their 
own distinct and unique strategies. Their approach was mild- mannered 
and polite. A rally that featured King seemed to appease residents more 
than challenge them. Nonviolent tactics employed by the group had the 
additional benefit of placating local leaders who were more concerned 
with public image than diversification. Student volunteers used a “soft- 
sell” approach aimed at convincing people to do the right thing but 
never confronted them with their inaction. The community at large had 
been encouraged to attend educational events, but most people never 
bothered. Twelve thousand and fifty- nine North Shore residents had 
signed a pledge stating their support of open housing but no homes were 
sold or rented to African Americans that summer. Whites were skilled at 
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explaining to themselves and others that segregation was not their fault. 
By focusing their civil rights news on the southern states, the national 
media affirmed the false perceptions northerners had of themselves.

A commitment to fair housing exacted a high price on movement 
actors. Throughout the summer, organizers received hate mail and 
threatening phone calls. Henrietta Moore was more able than the oth-
ers to shrug off intimidation and liked to joke that she was going to sell 
her home to Dr. King just to annoy her detractors. After the civil rights 
leader visited Winnetka, Dora Williams received this anonymous note: 
“Mrs. Williams— You would do us all a big favor if you’d just move out 
of Winnetka to the west side of Chicago. We wouldn’t miss you at all. . . . 
May God have mercy on your soul. If you have so much leisure time, put 
it to good use instead of causing your neighbors trouble. The white boys 
are dying for their country while the negroes are demonstrating. WAKE 
UP SISTER”!52 Jean Davis lived next door to the Rumsfelds (politician 
Donald Rumsfeld’s parents). They shunned her family and scrutinized 
every move Davis made. Although they never said it, Davis knew they 
were worried that she might sell her house to a black family. These repri-
sals were mild in comparison to those faced by African American home 
buyers and religious leaders.

Very few African American home buyers were involved, and those 
who were faced indignation and dehumanization. Emory Davis was 
forced to resign from Evanston’s historically black Bethel AME Church. 
The congregation disagreed with the minister over the role of the church 
in civil rights activities. According to a church spokesperson, “[W]e 
don’t believe that demonstrations accomplish very much. Civil rights 
will be advanced when people’s hearts are changed, and demonstra-
tions won’t do that.”53 Yet changing the hearts and minds of residents is 
exactly what the Summer Project had tried to do. Two months earlier, 
Reverend Buckner Coe had been forced out of Wilmette’s all- white First 
Congregational Church. Members had made it clear that they thought 
he had “gone too far” in speaking out for integrated housing.54 North-
erners had fashioned themselves as different from southerners, but their 
actions spoke louder than their words.

Nevertheless, the Summer Project had a lasting effect on its partici-
pants, who intensified their commitment to civil rights and remained 
active throughout their lives. It drew attention to closed housing issues 
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and inspired Martin Luther King Jr.’s Chicago Freedom Movement the 
following year. The North Shore Project was also important because it 
was a northern project. By transferring the summer project idea to the 
North and by focusing attention on the white community, the North 
Shore Project underlined the truth that the race problem in America is 
a white one and a national one.
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“You Are Running a de Facto Segregated University”

Racial Segregation and the City University of New York, 1961– 1968

Tahir H. Butt

Introduction

On June 12, 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. addressed an estimated fifteen 
thousand New Yorkers at the 117th commencement of the City College 
of New York. For those gathered that day, the focus was understand-
ably on the southern movement against the racial injustices of Jim Crow. 
Early that same morning, Medgar Evers had been murdered in Jackson, 
Mississippi. The tragic event was, King reminded, just the most recent 
example of the “ruthless denial” characteristic of Mississippi: the state 
where Emmett Till had been killed as well as the home of the segrega-
tionists who violently protested James Meredith’s enrollment at the state 
university.1

Only days before commencement, President John F. Kennedy had 
deployed the National Guard to the University of Alabama to protect 
Vivian Malone and James A. Hood as they integrated another south-
ern state university. The all- white campus was an important setting for 
the struggle for civil rights; it situated the noble aims of desegregating 
higher learning against the backwardness of “separate but equal” public 
education. In fact, the legal challenge against the segregation of public 
higher education in the South, begun in the 1930s, had laid the founda-
tion for the assault at the elementary and secondary levels. The story of 
segregation in higher education came to be told as a southern tale: the 
efforts to enroll Black students, in the ones and twos, who were qualified 
for admission but were excluded to preserve segregation.

For City College graduates in 1963, the denial of justice at southern 
colleges could have been a distant though distressing legacy of Ameri-
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can slavery. But, as King implored them to see, racial injustice was “not 
merely a sectional problem” but a national one. He called upon them to 
“see that the de facto segregation of the north is as injurious to the Negro 
student as the legal segregation of the south.”2 Segregation in New York 
City had worsened in the years following Brown v. Board. The municipal 
colleges, as an extension of the K– 12 system, were part and parcel of a 
segregated system of education.

There were probably fewer than three dozen Black graduates seated 
among the twenty- eight hundred graduates when King spoke at the 
1963 commencement— less than 2 percent of the graduates.3 The audi-
ence that day in Harlem, the capital of Black America, was blindingly 
white. In 1964, an editorial in the Black newspaper New York Amster-
dam News attacked the policies of City College for producing a campus 
as “lily- white as the University of Mississippi campus was before Miss 
ever heard of a young man named James Meredith.”4 Later that year, 
a Republican assemblyman from Long Island, no friend of the public 
colleges of the city, nor of the Black poor, told a gathering of alumni 
that the university’s policies were a “deprivation of opportunity.” To the 
chairman of the university’s board, he had been more bold: “You are 
running a de facto segregated university.”5

In a city where people come to “make it,” the City University has long 
been associated with opportunity, particularly for its urban poor. Today, 
City College is one of twenty- four colleges and professional schools in 
the City University system, which as a whole enrolls over 270,000 stu-
dents, making it the third- largest public university system in the country. 
Nearly a quarter of its students are Black, and a little less than a third 
are Hispanic. Their success has been interpreted as a realization of the 
democratic mission to which the municipal colleges have been commit-
ted for over a century.

The Free Academy, the predecessor to City College, began in 1847 
with a bold vision of democratic education: “Open the doors to all— Let 
the children of the rich and the poor take their seats together and know 
of no distinction save that of industry, good conduct, and intellect.” Cen-
tral to its democratic mission was a free tuition policy, which was main-
tained until 1976. Unlike private colleges that catered to an “aristocracy 
of wealth,” the founders of the Free Academy, and early boosters of City 
College, sought to create an “aristocracy of talent.” Though tuition- free 
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college education lowered economic barriers, meritocratic hurdles were 
erected early on to keep academic standards comparable to what was 
available at private institutions. Later, in the context of the racial conflict 
of the 1960s, a color- blind meritocracy became a powerful racial myth 
that enabled city officials and administrators to deflect responsibility for 
racial injustice.

In the 1960s a color- blind meritocracy at City College transformed 
a tuition- free college education into a public subsidy hoarded by white 
New Yorkers but paid for by all New Yorkers. Over the course of the 
decade, university administrators, city officials, and white residents de-
flected charges of racism at the City University and shifted responsibil-
ity onto prior educational inequalities or onto the individual students. 
When a few reforms did develop to increase minority enrollments, they 
happened on the margins of the institution. CUNY’s defenders, who re-
fused to recognize the racial biases embedded within the institution, 
were typical of northern liberals who justified Jim Crow conditions at 
home even as they decried them below the Mason- Dixon line. Northern 
liberals, like those at City College, marshalled democratic and merito-
cratic ideals to excuse themselves and their institutions of any wrongdo-
ing in maintaining the racial status quo.6

Their failure to act was ultimately challenged by a historic series of 
events at the end of the decade. On April 21, 1969, two hundred Black 
and Puerto Rican students at City College began a two- week occupa-
tion of its south campus. They demanded that the university reflect the 
demographics of the urban populations for which it had been founded. 
Black and Puerto Rican students accounted for less than 10 percent of 
the total enrollments across CUNY, though they together comprised 
nearly half of the public school students. Under pressure from multiple 
fronts, the Board of Higher Education finally agreed to lower admission 
requirements and initiated the Open Admissions policy by which all 
graduates of the city’s public high schools would be assured entry to the 
municipal colleges with remediation if necessary.

Open Admissions transformed the university by opening its doors 
to many who had previously been excluded. But the events of 1969 were 
not the fulfillment of the historic mission of City College. Instead, as his-
torian Martha Biondi has noted, “[T]he campus tumult of the late 1960s 
reveals the snail’s pace of court- mandated integration and the stunning 
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lack of preparation for it on American campuses.”7 City College was no 
exception to this pattern. Inseparable from a segregated system of public 
education, the policies of the City University actively undermined equal 
opportunity. High admission requirements effectively excluded most of 
the city’s growing Black population trapped in inferior schools.

“The Problem Has Nothing to Do with Race”

In 1959, the Board of Higher Education, the local governing body of the 
municipal colleges, convened a special committee. The city’s public col-
leges had struggled throughout the decade with budgetary crises. At a 
time when other states, most notably California, were building up their 
public systems, New York’s public colleges languished without adequate 
state aid. The funding of the municipal colleges was still a responsibil-
ity of the city government. In the wake of a recession in 1957, the city 
pinched its purse strings, causing the municipal college administrators 
to seek a new way forward.

At the center of the committee’s concern was the persistent space 
problem that had saddled the colleges. In asking for more state aid, the 
special committee recommended a major reorganization of the colleges 
to increase efficiency and cut costs. With an eye to its budgetary prob-
lems, the committee recommended consolidating the loosely coordi-
nated municipal colleges in the hopes that any efficiencies gained could 
lower overall costs, as well as increase the maximum number of students 
given the existing facilities. The four- year colleges, of which there were 
four, and the two- year community colleges, a total of three, were reorga-
nized into the City University of New York (CUNY) in 1961.8

Whereas the committee was most concerned with the problem of 
space, it also addressed the seeds of another problem it found in the 
changing demographics of the city. Between 1950 and 1958, 835,000 
southern Blacks and Puerto Ricans moved to the city just as 1,285,000 
city residents, mostly white, moved out.9 City College had historically 
admitted freshmen based on their high school grade averages and, more 
recently, standardized test scores. Furthermore, the application for ad-
mission contained no place to fill in one’s race, ethnicity, or religious 
affiliation. The admissions process was celebrated both for its high stan-
dards and for the absence of social biases in its definition. This latter 
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point was no small feat at the time. Even though New York was the first 
state to pass a fair educational practice law, a federal commission found 
that 76 percent of its colleges in 1960 still required a personal interview 
where implicit biases could disadvantage minority groups.10

For the Black southerners and Puerto Ricans swelling in numbers 
at the city’s public schools, the color- blind admissions process of City 
College presented a formidable barrier to access. Many of the new mi-
grants to the city arrived from rural backgrounds. Because of decades of 
residential segregation, these two minority groups also arrived into the 
inferior schools of New York ghettos. But the cause for concern that the 
committee expressed was not the fate of these minority groups. Instead, 
they raised a warning for the municipal colleges. Migration patterns 
were causing the average high school grades to drop and thus threat-
ened the possibility that fewer students would be qualified applicants 
for admissions to the municipal colleges. Instead of easing selectivity, 
the committee warned that lower grade requirements “will substantially 
increase the number of students who will have to vie for seats in already 
crowded classrooms.”11

The recommendations of the special committee report in light of the 
city’s demographic changes follow a template used by city officials to dis-
miss charges of segregation. One of the sharpest critics of the Board of 
Education was City College professor Kenneth B. Clark. “While school 
officials may not deliberately tolerate segregation,” he wrote, “there is no 
evidence that they have zoned to encourage bringing about integrated 
schools.”12 Whereas the Board of Education absolved itself of responsi-
bility by pointing to residential segregation, the Board of Higher Educa-
tion could escape fault by asserting the prior inequality of schooling at 
the primary and secondary levels. And, the municipal college adminis-
trators absolved themselves on the basis of the color- blindness of their 
admissions policies.

In August 1963, Mayor Robert F. Wagner Jr. appointed Benjamin F. 
McLaurin to the Board of Higher Education. McLaurin, a Black trade 
unionist and long- time leader in the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Por-
ters, was only the second Black member of the board. Early the follow-
ing year, McLaurin spoke at a meeting of the City College faculty union. 
He took the occasion to propose a reform to admissions policies that 
could increase the number of Black students. McLaurin proposed that 
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5 to 10 percent of the freshman class every year not be admitted based 
on their high school averages but instead on their “potential.” Those stu-
dents exempted from the usual admissions policies would be nominated 
by their high school principals for admission. Though the policy was 
color- blind by definition, McLaurin hoped that the city’s racial and eth-
nic minorities would disproportionately benefit from it.13

McLaurin’s proposal generated a telling response from the defend-
ers of “color- blind” admissions. The day after McLaurin’s proposal was 
reported in the New York Times, the chairman of the Board of Higher 
Education, Gustave Rosenberg, categorically denied that a racial prob-
lem even existed. Rosenberg retorted that the municipal colleges, in 
fact, had the largest percentage of Black and Puerto Rican undergrad-
uates of any university in the country. But Rosenberg admitted that 
any demographic figures, even his own, were only estimates since the 
university was not permitted to record such information. Still, he dis-
missed the basis of McLaurin’s plea since “anyone . . . who spends an 
hour on the campuses of the colleges” would find some of the esti-
mated 6,300 to 8,600 Black and Puerto Rican students enrolled across 
the university, a figure he had produced by personally consulting fac-
ulty. Not simply content with absolving the institution of wrongdoing, 
Rosenberg suggested that it had done more than most for the cause of 
racial equality.

Whereas Rosenberg simply denied the existence of a problem, others 
admitted that racial disparities at the municipal colleges were troubling 
but dismissed the idea that they amounted to segregation. In 1963, the 
Brooklyn College president defended the university in the Amsterdam 
News against charges of discrimination: “We are not restricting the op-
portunity to go to college. . . . The problem has nothing to do with race 
or breed— or with the middle class structure of some of our students. . . . 
It is a question of space.”14 The problems of space and overcrowded class-
rooms were certainly real challenges for the municipal colleges for many 
years. But, that this scarcity justified the persistence of racial inequality 
reinforced the myth of color- blind meritocracy.

In 1964, the newly appointed chancellor, Albert Bowker, reasserted 
the correctness of the university’s color- blind policies. In the preface to 
CUNY’s first master plan, he wrote how the master plan addressed the 
reality that “the major weakness of the City University today is the phys-
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ical plant” but claimed that “another bold aspect” of the plan was that it 
was “color- blind.” The problem, at least as the chancellor of CUNY saw 
it, was not with race- neutral admissions policies but with prior edu-
cational inequalities. The “major erosion” of public schools required a 
“massive upgrading” of the public school system.15

Bowker oversaw the university during a massive expansion over 
the following decade. Between 1960 and 1970, total enrollments nearly 
tripled, from 85,000 to 250,000. According to one account of this pe-
riod, “Bowker brought the disadvantaged minorities into public higher 
education with a bold stroke that captured the sense of the times.”16 
At the end of the decade, Bowker was instrumental in the initiation 
of Open Admissions after students of color occupied City College. As 
the name suggested, the new policy guaranteed graduates of the public 
high schools admission to CUNY. The admission requirements across 
the four- year and two- year colleges were lowered, and those students 
who still fell below the lower bar were provided remedial courses and 
counseling services. However, the policy had recast the student demands 
for increased Black and Puerto Rican enrollments by forging a policy 
that would also benefit other social groups, particularly the city’s white 
ethnics. Since the turn of the century, the students of City College and 
the other senior colleges had been predominantly Jewish. Though Open 
Admissions increased Black and Puerto Rican enrollments, other major 
beneficiaries of the policy were white Catholics, Italian Americans and 
Irish Americans, who had also struggled to compete for admission. Ul-
timately these white ethnic groups were better positioned for enrolling 
in college out of racially segregated public schools.

The color- blindness of Open Admissions, as well as the policies it 
transformed, did more than just disproportionately benefit white resi-
dents. Under the cover of universalism, the unequal outcomes resulting 
from a color- blind admissions policy gave the lie to the liberal racism 
of the institution. Municipal college administrators were willing to 
acknowledge racial inequality but located the problem away from the 
locus of its manifestation. In higher education, the onus of responsibil-
ity was shifted to the educational inequalities inherited from residential 
segregation or, even, to the individual students. Though Bowker had 
noted inferior public schools in impoverished neighborhoods, he also 
concluded that these schools, as well as the colleges, “must say to these 
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youngsters that they are expected to succeed and that there will be op-
portunities for them beyond the high school.” As a consequence, color- 
blind policies directed attention away from the institution where those 
policies were set and enforced.

Though administrators explained the unequal outcomes from color- 
blind policies as a product of scarcity, the 1960s was also the decade of 
the greatest expansion of the municipal colleges in U.S. history. Over-
all, the postwar period is considered a “golden age” in American higher 
education since enrollments climbed from 1.5 million before the Second 
World War to 7.9 million by 1970.17 The expansion of public colleges ac-
counted for most of that growth. But New York State, and the municipal 
colleges, were exceptionally late to the national trend. New York ranked 
at the bottom in terms of state support for higher education. The state 
finally began to develop the state university system in earnest after the 
1958 election of Nelson A. Rockefeller as governor. During Rockefeller’s 
fifteen years in office, the share of total enrollments at public colleges in 
the state doubled from 30 to 60 percent. With the state borrowing $2 bil-
lion for construction, the State University grew from forty- six colleges in 
1960, enrolling 41,000 students, to sixty- four colleges, enrolling 357,614. 
The City University benefited much less from the state’s largess but still 
grew enormously in the 1960s, from seven colleges enrolling 85,269 stu-
dents in 1960 to twenty colleges enrolling over 250,000 by 1970.

Still, overcrowding was a reality for the institution since demand for 
college education was far outpacing the rate at which new seats were 
being added. The rhetoric of overcrowding and lack of funds to push 
back demands for increasing Black minority enrollments served as a 
racial myth since it absolved the institution of having a hand in systemic 
racism. Based on yearbook photographs, from 1950 to 1970 the number 
of City College graduates identifiable as Black grew from only thirty to 
just sixty. An estimated 375 Black students graduated over the course of 
the 1960s.18 The structure of racial inequality at City College remained 
rigid even as the CUNY system went through a massive expansion.

When confronted with these racial disparities in enrollments, liberal 
defenders of the status quo argued for gradualism. The education editor 
of the New York Times at the time, Fred Hechinger, personified an opti-
mism in the gradual erosion of racial inequality. Hechinger is particu-
larly relevant here since he regularly took to the pages of the Times to 
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advocate on behalf of his alma mater, City College. In 1960, Hechinger 
explained how low college enrollment of Puerto Rican newcomers to 
the city was due to the fact that they were “not yet wealthy enough to be 
able to afford even tuition- free daytime study.” According to such logic, 
the municipal colleges could do little for the first postwar generations 
of newcomers, be they Puerto Ricans or southern Blacks. Hechinger 
assumed that the prospects of class mobility for the new immigrants 
would not diverge from the experience of prior immigrant groups. En-
rollments would gradually increase as “the latest wave of newcomers has 
been sufficiently educated.”19 Six years later, Hechinger still remained 
optimistic about racial progress in CUNY enrollments. “If present ad-
mission standards are maintained, then it will probably be a matter of 
several years before the Negroes and Puerto Rican minorities will start 
rushing in, in numbers comparable to the immigrant minorities before 
them.”20

Hechinger’s optimism belied his opposition to the local grassroots 
desegregation efforts. In 1963, when local activists threatened to boycott 
the public schools over the failure of the Board of Education to deseg-
regate, Hechinger dismissed them as having misunderstood local con-
ditions. “Although efforts are made— paradoxically both by Southern 
segregationists and Northern integration spokesmen— to make it appear 
as if the Northern issue could be equated with segregation in the South, 
this is a distortion of facts,” he concluded.21 The following year, as civil 
rights activists pushed forward with the boycott, Hechinger continued 
to write about the “confusion” that “blurred” the distinction between the 
South and New York City, particularly in the context of “open enroll-
ment” policies adopted by the board in 1960. “Thus, in contrast to the 
South, no Negro child would be kept out of any school, if his parents 
moved into the school’s area.”22 Since the problem, according to Hech-
inger, was underlying residential segregation, any plan to achieve “racial 
balance” through “rapid integration” would be doomed to fail.

However, liberal moderation and gradualism in expanding higher 
education opportunities for the city’s minority populations were con-
tradicted by the fact that racial inequality persisted in a period of mas-
sive expansion of the municipal college system. When demographic data 
on the students was finally collected in 1967, it revealed just how close 
the “northern issue” was to southern segregation.23 Though enrollments 
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grew three- fold over the decade, the rising tide did not lift all boats. At 
the four- year senior colleges— City College, Hunter College, Brooklyn 
College, and Queens College— Black students accounted for only 3.6 
percent of the matriculated enrollment. Moreover, the majority of Black 
matriculants were in the less selective community colleges, where they 
accounted for 13 percent of the total. Yet, the most revealing finding of 
the survey was that most of the Black students attending the munici-
pal colleges were never in fact admitted to the degree programs at the 
four- year or two- year colleges. Instead, close to 60 percent of the Black 
students, more than half, were enrolled in courses as nonmatriculants. 
Therefore, for the few Black students who did enter the doors of the mu-
nicipal colleges, most entered its lower tier, either into the less selective 
programs or as part- time nonmatriculants.24

Contrary to popular perceptions that City College, the “Harvard of 
the Poor,” had been free to all, the lower tier of the City University where 
most of its Black students enrolled was not in fact free. Throughout its 
history, tuition from an increasing number of students enabled the mu-
nicipal colleges to expand opportunity and add much- needed revenue. 
The Free Academy Act of 1847 authorized the city “to establish a free 
academy in the city of New York . . . for the purpose of extending the 
benefits of education gratuitously.” In the twentieth century, however, 
the municipal colleges extended the “benefits of education gratuitously” 
to a fraction of its enrolled students by adding tuition- paying students. 
Initially this was done through the addition of evening courses and ex-
tension programs for adults, both of which charged “instructional fees” 
to students. Later, community colleges added tuition- paying students 
since, by state law, a third of the revenue for new community colleges 
was to come from tuition fees. Matriculated students in the community 
college of CUNY were charged tuition until 1965, when the city finally 
agreed to cover the fraction collected from students.25

Indeed, a majority of the enrolled students in the 1960s at CUNY 
were charged tuition. In 1950, though twenty- six thousand students at-
tended tuition- free at the municipal colleges, nearly forty- five thousand 
paid for their education. By 1967, tuition- free students accounted for just 
42 percent as the total enrollment skyrocketed to 150,000 across CUNY. 
And, at its peak in 1965, the revenue from students accounted for 20.3 
percent of the total budget.26
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Meritocratic admission policies and a free tuition policy for a privi-
leged few meant that for most of the Black students who entered through 
the doors of the City University before Open Admission, there was a 
price for entry.27 Of the nearly eighty thousand tuition- free matriculated 
students in 1967, white students were the overwhelming majority, at 87 
percent of the total, while Black students accounted for less than 6 per-
cent. Black students were more likely paying tuition as nonmatriculants, 
where they accounted for 18.9 percent. Black students enrolled in the 
City University were thus three times more likely to be paying as non-
matriculants than they were to be attending tuition free as matriculated 
students in the day session.28

The addition of new community colleges broadened opportunity to 
more Black high school graduates, but again at a cost.29 In 1967, a fifth 
of those enrolled at the city’s community colleges were Black students, 
close to four times their numbers at the senior colleges. The growth of 
two- year colleges far outpaced the expansion of four- year colleges— so 
much so that by the end of the decade they accounted for 30 percent of 
the total enrollment whereas they had only accounted for 11 percent in 
1961. Yet, that expansion added tuition- paying students since nonma-
triculants at the community colleges continued to pay tuition.

The structure of inequality at the City University penalized the city’s 
Black students twice. High admission requirements for tuition- free col-
lege meant that the poor, who were disproportionately Black, were ex-
cluded from the benefits of universal public subsidy. For those who still 
enrolled, they did so as tuition- paying students. But in so doing they 
disproportionately bore the burden of adding much- needed revenue for 
sustaining the world- class tuition- free education from which they had 
been excluded.

“Democracy Is Interested in All of Its Treasures”

The high admissions requirements at the City University effectively 
transformed free tuition into a scholarship for the select few. Upon the 
release of the Master Plan of 1964, the Senate Committee on the Affairs 
of the City of New York called on a prominent civil rights leader, Lester 
Granger, to review whether its free tuition policies were in the best inter-
ests of the city’s minority youth. Granger had been the national executive 
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secretary of the National Urban League from 1941 to 1961. Published in 
November 1964, the report assessed the plan within the context of the 
contemporary social and economic dislocations that had given rise to 
an era of racial conflicts, most notably the Harlem riots of that summer.

Granger explained the explosive social conditions by the “inadequate 
education” and “outmoded work skills” available to low- income Black 
and Puerto Rican residents. On these counts, Granger concluded that 
the proposed plan was a “disturbing document” since “not only is it true 
that the Colleges of the City University have been unable to handle this 
job in the past; there is no indication in the Master Plan of any program 
to accomplish it in the predictable future.” Moreover, the free- tuition 
policy of the municipal colleges of City University, which the plan pro-
posed to maintain, was found to “discriminate unfairly against those 
very groups who are supposed to be aided.” Instead, the preservation of 
a free tuition policy meant “no public degree– education for thousands 
of young members of minority groups.”30

In challenging CUNY’s policies, Granger took aim at one of the dom-
inant myths of northern racism: southern exceptionalism. The evidence 
on the municipal system revealed a “bitterly ironic” comparison of local 
conditions to those in the Jim Crow South. The Black population of 
New York City was approximately the same as it was in all of Louisi-
ana, Granger observed. But the senior colleges of the municipal system 
enrolled only a thousand Black students while Louisiana’s state colleges 
enrolled more than ten thousand. Though Granger admitted that the 
city’s education was “superior” to Louisiana’s, it was no good for “a racial 
group or one of its members against whom college entrance doors are 
barred.”31

Given the structural inequality of segregated public education in 
New York City, Granger proposed a dramatic change to meritocratic 
criteria used in admissions. Rather than one metric for all students, 
Granger recommended that students be measured according to the 
high schools where they were educated. Black students were unable to 
compete with their white counterparts educated in better- resourced 
schools and given the necessary college preparation. Of the two types 
of public high schools— academic and vocational— only students at aca-
demic high schools had the opportunity to take courses in preparation 
for college. Students at the city’s vocational high schools had no chance 
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of gaining college admission. In 1967, Black students accounted for only 
3.7 percent of high school graduates eligible for admission to CUNY, 
even though they comprised over 20 percent of students at the academic 
high schools.32 Thus, Granger proposed that students be admitted on the 
basis of their rankings within a school, rather than in competition with 
all of the city’s graduates. Like McLaurin before him, Granger did not 
stipulate any racial or ethnic criteria for admission. Yet, while the board’s 
color- blind policies sought to increase competition, Granger’s policies 
sought to level the playing field without an explicit racial criterion.

Granger’s findings offered upstate Republican legislators new fodder 
for their attack on the city’s budget. One of the Republican leaders of 
this campaign was Joseph F. Carlino, the assembly speaker from Nassau 
County. Along with Rockefeller, Carlino had helped expand the student 
aid programs across the state in place of tuition- free public colleges. In 
1963, when the State University imposed a uniform tuition to reap the 
benefits of the new student aid programs, Democratic legislators from 
New York City attacked SUNY’s Board of Trustees for creating a barrier 
for minority students. But Carlino countered them by calling free tuition 
a “myth.” Rather than providing opportunity to students from “cultur-
ally deprived low income groups,” the City’s tuition- free colleges catered 
to an “academically elite group whose families are far better able to meet 
tuition payments than those who attend the City’s night schools or are 
enrolled at its community colleges where tuition is charged.”33 Later that 
year, he called free tuition a “deprivation of opportunity,” claiming that 
only 1.9 percent of the student body at the City University was Black.34

As upstate Republicans used the mantle of civil rights in their con-
tinued attack on free tuition, a coalition of local forces came to its de-
fense. Central to the successful defense of free tuition was the Alumni 
Association of City College. Upon the release of Granger’s report, the 
Alumni Association wrote a five- page rebuttal attacking the proposal as 
lowering the quality of higher education. The Amsterdam News quoted 
its executive secretary, who effectively called Granger’s proposal racist: 
“Mr. Granger, . . . implying that able Negro and Puerto Rican youngsters 
are incapable of competing on an equal level with the rest of the popula-
tion for college admission if adequately prepared or given remedial work 
to compensate for earlier educational deprivation, is contributing to the 
myth of Negro and Puerto Rican inferiority.”35 City College was not the 
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problem; leveling the playing field by changing the standards was the 
greater racial injustice.

Moreover, the Alumni Association’s framing of free tuition had been 
for some time more meritocratic than egalitarian. When Rockefeller 
signed into law an expanded student aid program and ended the legally 
mandated free tuition in 1961, the Alumni Association began a politi-
cal campaign to restore the mandate. In the next issue of its magazine, 
the Alumni Association president reminded readers that the high aca-
demic standards of the college were the result of 113 years of develop-
ment and must not be undone by Rockefeller. The author warned that 
tuition charges at the municipal colleges would “open the door to fur-
ther attempts to impose an artificial and damaging uniformity at the 
‘lowest common denominator.’”36 Thus, any effort to broaden access, 
even those to increase minority enrollments, was equated with lowering 
educational standards. While the alumni dismissed Granger for contrib-
uting to the myth of Black inferiority, they cautioned against lowering 
admission requirements on the grounds that doing so would damage 
academic standards.

In the postwar period, free tuition had come to be understood more 
as a scholarship for the most deserving than as an education for those 
who could not afford to pay. According to the Alumni Association presi-
dent, the free tuition policy was “the equivalent of four- year tuition free 
scholarships to those who are best able to profit from them.”37 The posi-
tive portrayal of free tuition as a scholarship was counterpoised to the 
negative connotations associated with welfare. The four- year scholarship 
at the municipal colleges was not “a matter of charity” for the alumni 
who came to its defense. Rockefeller’s scholarship program required a 
student to prove his or her inability to pay tuition. Means- test schol-
arships were “a dressed up version” of the “pauper’s oath,” particularly 
“degrading and demoralizing” to those able students from low- income 
groups. For the children of Black and Puerto Rican families, changing 
tuition policy would have the opposite effect that its opponents were 
suggesting. The Black and Puerto Rican children “ask only for a chance 
to make their own contribution to the fabric of American society” but 
come from “underprivileged homes where, in many instances, a college 
education is still a strange concept.”38 Contrary to what upstate Republi-
cans were pushing, the alumni argued that student aid would reinforce a 
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“culture of poverty,” while free tuition alone held the promise of escaping 
poverty. By defending the meritocratic ideals underlying free tuition, 
City College alumni concluded that the promise of an American dream 
was enough for the Black and Puerto Rican families otherwise trapped 
in poverty.

Though alumni of the municipal colleges stood to benefit from high 
academic standards more than most, the reality of a tuition- free schol-
arship created a problem for the democratic ethos of the institution. 
The Republican Joseph Carlino had criticized admissions policies to the 
tuition- free colleges as requiring students to “have high school grades 
which approach the genius level.”39 Even the Times decried how City 
College favored academic elites in an editorial published after Benjamin 
McLaurin’s proposal in 1964. The Times accepted the basis of McLaurin’s 
challenge: “[F]ree college education for the excellent student” was un-
justly depriving the students “who have grades that would have admit-
ted them a decade ago and who cannot afford to go elsewhere.”40 The 
Alumni Association president countered, as administrators had done 
in years prior, that high admission requirements were “determined by a 
shortage of facilities in the face of expanded enrollment pressures.” As 
additional funds and facilities would be secured, the college could “roll 
back admission grades” and fulfill “the college’s historic role of provid-
ing free higher education for all qualified students.”41 On this, the Times 
agreed: “Until New York City can build a large enough City University 
with a special emphasis on two- year community colleges to hold all who 
can benefit by a free college education, there seems no alternative to 
discrimination, of one kind or another.” In place of immediate action, 
liberals simply acquiesced to discrimination.

For its ardent defenders, restricting admission to tuition- free CUNY 
to the most qualified was not only a necessity but also virtue. On the one 
hand, lack of public funds had made the public subsidy a scarce com-
modity, one that could not be realistically available to all qualified. On the 
other hand, that scarcity had become a virtue of the system, as “tuition- 
free” was recast as a “free scholarship.” A concern for tuition- paying stu-
dents was tellingly absent from the discourse employed by defenders of 
free tuition and high academic standards. Instead, their promotion of the 
virtues of a “free scholarship” cast off any supposed universalism of free 
tuition and the egalitarianism of its democratic mission.
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What emerged at the municipal colleges was a liberalism more com-
mitted to excellence than equality. That meritocratic mutation of the 
original mission had disastrous consequences for the city’s Black and 
Puerto Rican youth in postwar New York. Their absence was not an in-
dictment of the institution, as Granger, and McLaurin before him, had 
concluded. A letter to the Times written by a Hunter College student 
in response to McLaurin best captured how the democratic mission of 
the institution had been reshaped by its meritocratic ideals. The City 
University should treat Black and white alike as long as they are quali-
fied: “Democracy is interested in all of its treasures and not the color of 
its jewels.” “That City College is situated in a Negro area,” the student 
emphasized, “does not entitle Negroes to admission.”42 By dismissing 
McLaurin’s proposal as an effort to “entitle” Black residents of the city’s 
ghettos, the student affirmed the legitimacy that only the city’s “trea-
sures” deserved to be educated by its free public colleges.

CUNY’s policies marked most of the city’s Black youth as undeserving 
of a tax- supported, tuition- free college education. Test scores were ac-
cepted as valid criteria for admissions, even though many in higher edu-
cation had concluded that those test scores were failing Black students. 
In the fall of 1959, the College Entrance Examination Board (CEEB), the 
producers of the Standardized Achievement Test (SAT), gathered lead-
ing educators in Harriman, New York, to discuss college admissions. 
The colloquium produced a report, “The Search for Talent,” that was 
published the following summer. The report roundly criticized the social 
biases implicit in the use of test scores for admissions to higher educa-
tion, favoring “students from the right side and from the right schools.” 
The foreword to the report decried how “so rich and fat a country as 
ours” could “be starving the educational and personal development of 
tens of thousands of able children whose only fault is that they are poor, 
or a wrong color.”43

Among the participants in Harriman was Kenneth B. Clark, who had 
joined the psychology faculty at City College in the early 1940s as the 
first tenured Black professor. Clark had grown up in Harlem, but before 
the neighborhood’s public schools were segregated with the exodus of 
its white residents. While at City College, Clark gained national recogni-
tion for his testimony to the Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation. Locally, he was a leading public advocate for desegregation and 
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a vocal critic of an intransigent Board of Education. Clark’s efforts also 
extended to higher education, where his contributions can be seen as a 
rejection of the meritocratic myth at his own City College.44

To appease desegregation activists like Clark, the Board of Education 
began to experiment with programs to improve the quality of educa-
tion at segregated schools. The Demonstration Guidance program, as 
well as its successor, the Higher Horizons Program, were premised on 
providing “disadvantaged” students with academic training, remedial 
work, and counseling services. One of the two schools where the pilot 
program was conducted was Junior High School 43 (JHS 43), located 
at 129th Street and Amsterdam Avenue, which was only a few blocks 
from City College. The junior high school reflected the demographics 
of Harlem: 40 percent of students were Puerto Rican and 45 percent 
were Black. The pilot program at JHS 43 was conducted by the North-
side Center for Child Development, the center cofounded by Clark with 
his wife, Mamie Phipps. Its success would be evident when six times as 
many of the school’s students went to college because of the support they 
received.45

In his contribution to the CEEB colloquium report, Clark consid-
ered the hurdles to democratizing access in higher education moving 
into a new decade. Long before white opposition would be cast as a ra-
cial backlash, Clark addressed the opposition by whites to opening the 
doors to higher education for racial minorities. He observed how social 
groups that had benefited from public education in the past were now 
doubting that other social groups, particularly the new Black residents, 
could benefit from the same opportunities. These older groups wielded 
“the power of decision and control of fiscal and educational policies and 
procedures” they had obtained. Particularly relevant to the story at City 
College, Clark concluded that these groups stood against democratizing 
access to higher education since it would “lower and dilute academic 
standards.”46 In other words, a myth of meritocracy— those who benefit 
from college education are deserving of their gains— was deployed in 
attacking broadening access.

Clark offered City College as a counterexample to such white op-
position. “Certainly,” Clark noted, “the experience of unquestioned 
academic success of the municipal colleges of the city of New York— 
colleges which were founded to provide a tuition- free education to the 
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disadvantaged groups of the past— refutes this argument that a more 
democratic higher education would necessarily be less effective aca-
demic education.”47

The following decade at the City University affirmed Clark’s prescient 
critique of the meritocratic myth. The municipal college system was 
already among the most selective public colleges in the country.48 By 
1961, when CUNY was created, the municipal colleges required a high 
school average above 85 for admission. The cut- scores for admission 
put tuition- free CUNY out of reach of the majority of graduates from 
the city’s public schools. According to estimates from 1970, when the 
grade average requirements were finally lowered as part of the Open 
Admission policy, only 12.7 percent of Black graduates at the academic 
high schools had averages above 80 percent, compared to 45 percent of 
their white classmates.49 Since 1957, the municipal colleges had supple-
mented high school grades with SAT scores to give some students a sec-
ond chance based on their intellectual ability.50 However, as Clark’s own 
research would conclude, Black high school students were far less likely 
than their white counterparts to have taken the SAT and, if they had, 
were on average scoring well below white students.51

Clark’s contribution to higher education exposed the meritocratic 
myth at the core of northern liberal racism. He worked to extend the 
Demonstration Guidance Project into the university, with the creation 
of College Discovery Program at the community colleges and the Search 
for Education, Evaluation, and Knowledge (SEEK) Program at the se-
nior colleges. These subsequent experimental programs added further 
evidence that “disadvantaged” students were capable of academic suc-
cess, contrary to the liberal fears of irrevocable damage to academic 
standards.

Unmasking Segregation

The memory of City College is not marked by segregation. The fail-
ure to reckon with the past was evident at the 2013 commencement of 
City College, fifty years after King had addressed its graduates. Mat-
thew Goldstein, the chancellor of the City University of New York, was 
among the graduates in 1963 who had heard King speak. In his memo-
rializing of the 1963 speech, Goldstein recounted his “awakening” upon 
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witnessing King’s call to “moral clarity” and “action.” The chancellor’s 
speech was excerpted and printed in the university magazine alongside 
a feature article that detailed the events of that fateful year in the civil 
rights movement. But King’s challenge to northern racism, so central to 
his address, was left untouched in both contributions to the magazine. 
Indeed, though the feature article mentioned that Goldstein was seated 
next to one of the “relatively few Black students” at the 1963 commence-
ment, the fact failed to warrant further comment.52

In part, segregation at City College can be papered over because that 
story does not fit into the dominant framing of segregation in higher ed-
ucation by way of exclusionary practices associated only with the South. 
An exclusively southern framing has obscured the exclusion of New 
York City’s Black youth from tuition- free college education. No George 
Wallace stood at the gates of lily- white City College; no federal troops 
would be deployed to the college on the hill on behalf of the Black poor 
living in its shadow. City College lacked the drama of segregated higher 
education in the South.

But the story of a segregated City College remains difficult to unmask 
since it requires a radical questioning of the social order, the sort called 
for by King in 1963. To admit the charge of segregation, defenders of 
color- blind meritocracy, then as now, would have to question the basic 
legitimacy of educating only those already deemed qualified and admit 
the hoarding of resources by a generation of whites. The liberal oppo-
sition to the desegregation of New York’s public colleges in the 1960s 
requires a revision not only to its history but also to the limits of liberal 
democracy itself.
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A Forgotten Community, a Forgotten History

San Francisco’s 1966 Urban Uprising

Aliyah Dunn- Salahuddin

Awakenings

Near 3:00 p.m. on September 27, 1966, in San Francisco’s Bayview- 
Hunters Point (BVHP) community, Alvin Johnson, a fifty- one- year- old 
veteran police officer, shot sixteen- year- old Matthew “Peanut” Johnson 
in the boy’s back. Johnson died.1 The shooting unleashed three days of 
conflict between BVHP residents, local police, and nearly two thousand 
National Guard troops. “I remember the day. It was warm. . . . and peo-
ple was having balloon fights on Third Street. . . . [C]ommon typical 
day in an urban setting in America,” remembered Menelek Walker, a 
life- long resident of Hunters Point, “but underneath all that outward 
expression was the feeling of being mistreated. . . . [I]t was a direct result 
of built- up frustration, fear, anger, and no ways to express it.”2

While less known than the 1965 Watts Uprising, the BVHP Uprising 
informed the Black Power movement of the West. Two months after 
the 1966 Hunters Point Uprising, the Black Panther Party formed in 
Oakland, California. In 1968, a year- long student strike at San Francisco 
State University created the nation’s first School of Ethnic Studies. The 
1966 Uprising, like these events, served as culminations of longstanding 
Jim Crow practices in the San Francisco Bay Area. The Hunters Point 
Uprising of 1966 is a little- known part of an interconnected web of activ-
ism that defined San Francisco’s civil rights history.

Historians have skimmed over Black political struggles in the Bay 
Area that predated the Black Panther Party. The 1966 Hunters Point 
Uprising was a turning point in this history. Victories in this struggle 
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brought state and federal attention to address specific needs of Black San 
Franciscans, such as housing conditions and unemployment, but they 
failed to bring structural changes to iniquitous social conditions that 
affected Black San Franciscans. The 1966 Hunters Point Uprising con-
firmed that the lives of Black Americans in the North were as vulnerable 
to terrorism as they were in the South.

Perhaps the Hunters Point Uprising was forgettable because it took 
place in the heart of one of the country’s most liberal cities. San Fran-
cisco’s ethnic diversity has long concealed the fact that it practiced seg-
regation in housing, employment, and policing. California’s liberalism 
also masked the history of Jim Crow in San Francisco. World War II’s 
end decreased the state’s need for laborers. Decommissioning of in-
dustries hit African American workers hard, and the city’s policies and 
institutions in housing and policing hurt African Americans. Prior to 
the 1940s, San Francisco did not have “a large industrial black work-
ing class like Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh, or Milwaukee, 
although the number of Blacks in industrial jobs did increase steadily 
after 1910.”3 During the mid- twentieth century, racist attitudes previ-
ously employed towards Japanese, Chinese, and Mexicans targeted the 
emerging Black communities of San Francisco. Although it is a place 
that defies the simple black- white binary that often frames civil rights 
history, San Francisco’s rich diversity did not produce social equality. On 
the contrary, racism limited opportunities for social mobility. The 1966 
Uprising brought attention to the fact that liberalism could coexist with, 
and perpetuate, racism.

The 1966 San Francisco Uprising was not an isolated event. Newspa-
pers and political officials often treated it and other uprisings that way, 
but the history of this event shows how it was a protest against long-
standing practices of economic disenfranchisement, police brutality, and 
deplorable housing conditions. To get to this larger history of grievance 
and struggle that predated the uprising, this essay draws on the voices 
of community members, newspapers, TV news coverage, police reports, 
and a 1963 film report by the American novelist James Baldwin, called 
Take This Hammer. In that film report, Baldwin journeys to San Fran-
cisco to “pay his dues,” arguing that “what is really crucial is whether or 
not the . . . people in the country . . . are able to recognize that there is 
no moral distance . . . between the facts of life in San Francisco and the 
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facts of life in Birmingham.”4 Baldwin understood fundamentally that 
Jim Crow was not limited to the South. The same social forces that dis-
enfranchised African Americans in the South also existed in the North 
and the West. The uprising against Matthew Johnson’s murder was a 
reckoning with this history of the Jim Crow North.

Origins of Black Bayview– Hunters Point

The World War II era facilitated the growth of a strong Black, working- 
class community in San Francisco’s BVHP. African Americans from 
mainly Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas, and Oklahoma embarked on the 
longest route of the Great Migration, and planted their roots in the 
unfamiliar soil of the West. Historian Isabel Wilkerson wrote that “the 
people who ultimately made lives for themselves in the North and 
West were among the most determined of those in the south, among 
the most resilient of those who left, and the most resourceful of Blacks 
in the North.”5 Florence Richardson, an African American migrant to 
San Francisco, viewed the city as “the path to gold.”6 But, it was not 
only San Francisco’s beauty that brought African Americans to the Bay 
Area; they came for jobs. The construction of San Francisco’s Hunter’s 
Point Naval Shipyards, purchased by the Navy in December 1939, oper-
ated primarily as a ship- building and - repair facility from 1945 to 1974, 
transforming BVHP from a thriving diversified economy of butcheries, 
breweries, truck farms, and fisheries to a war- based economy depen-
dent upon thousands of migrant workers. The San Francisco Bay Area 
became the biggest single shipbuilding center in the nation, employing 
nearly 240,000 people at its peak in 1943.7

Various ethnic populations were allowed to be laborers in the West, 
but not full citizens. Despite the immediate financial gains presented 
by the war industry, San Francisco lacked adequate housing and ser-
vices needed to meet the demands of a growing population of workers, 
many of whom were Black. African Americans came to San Francisco 
in the thousands, and both formal and informal Jim Crow practices in 
the private and public housing sectors confined them to primarily the 
Bayview– Hunters Point and Fillmore/Western Addition districts of San 
Francisco. In 1942 the San Francisco Housing Authority (SFHA) erected 
a large, fourteen- thousand- unit housing development for the families 
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and employees of the Hunters Point Navy Shipyard. Fearing integra-
tion, the SFHA placed African Americans in separate units.8 This area, 
known as Hunters Point, would become permanent and primarily Black. 
The Hunters Point Housing development, and the private residential 
area around it, would become Bayview– Hunters Point. That same year, 
Executive Order 9066, which called for the removal and internment 
of Japanese, created housing opportunities for African Americans in 
the Western Addition/Fillmore neighborhood of San Francisco. By the 
1950s the Black population of San Francisco would increase dramati-
cally, making African Americans the second largest ethnic population, 
growing from 4,846 in 1940 to 43,502 by 1950, reaching its peak in 1970 
at 96,078.9 Opportunities for young people coming of age in the West in 
the 1960s would become increasingly scarce. As an unidentified Hunt-
ers Point youth in 1963 explained, “[T]he white man [is] not taking ad-
vantage of you out in public like they doing down in Birmingham, but 
he’s killing you with that pencil and paper, brotha.”10 That “pencil and 
paper” symbolized an overall lack of local and federal will to ensure the 
economic and social equality of Black San Franciscans as the war indus-
tries declined.

The uprising of 1966, and others that took place in that decade, 
clashed with and fueled the rising tide of a burgeoning conservative 
movement in northern and central California. The 1964 Republican Na-
tional Convention, held in San Francisco’s Cow Palace, brought out fully 
hooded members of the Ku Klux Klan in support of Republican nomi-
nee Barry Goldwater, and local NAACP counterprotesters to the steps 
of San Francisco’s City Hall. One year prior, the California Fair Hous-
ing Act, or Rumford Act, was passed, intended to address longstanding 
practices of racial discrimination in the rental or sale of property. In 
1964, the act was nullified by the overwhelming passage of Republican- 
backed Proposition 14 on grounds that it violated the rights of private 
owners. The passage of Proposition 14 amid the election of Barry Gold-
water reflected the rise of racial conservatism in California, weaken-
ing the prospects for a new generation of young people. The shooting 
of Matthew “Peanut” Johnson and the subsequent uprising of ’66 were 
consequences of the city’s and state’s failure to adequately address Jim 
Crow in the North.
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Black San Francisco’s 1960s Struggles in Housing

African Americans could be laborers, but not neighbors. They would 
experience residential restrictions and racial discrimination in both the 
public and private housing sectors. Racial segregation was practiced 
and defended by city officials in San Francisco. Following the model of 
the Navy, the San Francisco Housing Authority unanimously adopted a 
resolution stating that it “shall act with established uses, customs, and 
traditions of the community” in mind, and would not “enforce the com-
mingling of races, but shall insofar as possible maintain and preserve 
the same racial compositions which exist in the neighborhood where a 
project is located.”11 On May 28, 1942, the housing authority also adopted 
what came to be referred to as a “neighborhood pattern,” which used race 
to determine the occupancy of the federally funded housing communi-
ties. In 1946, the San Francisco Housing Authority expanded these plans 
with the development of five additional permanent low- income housing 
communities throughout the city, utilizing this “neighborhood pattern.” 
Out of the six housing projects available to applicants—Westside Court, 
Holly Courts, Potrero Terrace, Sunnydale, Ping Yuen, and Valencia Gar-
dens—Black tenants were only admitted to Westside Court and Chinese 
applicants were similarly segregated to the Ping Yuen Housing Projects.12

Laws meant to protect African Americans were weakly enforced. 
In 1949 the San Francisco Board of Supervisors cast a vote to oppose 
racial discrimination or segregation in any programs undertaken by 
the city’s Redevelopment Agency; but due to opposition, an ordinance 
that would make discrimination a misdemeanor was struck down 
under the State Community Redevelopment Act.13 Toni Carpenter re-
calls that “the whites stayed on the upper part of Hunters Point and 
we stayed down on the lower part near the slaughter yards, the junk 
yards.”14 There was no need for signs that read “colored” or “white,” 
when racist policies and practices at the local and state levels predeter-
mined what spaces people inhabited. Ms. Florence Richardson expe-
rienced blatant racial discrimination in her search for housing in San 
Francisco. When responding to an ad for a rental unit, she recalled the 
property manager’s reaction, saying, “[H]e just outright told me he 
wouldn’t rent to colored or Chinese.”15
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Opposition grew against such practices. In October 1947, the newly 
formed California Federation for Civic Unity (CFCU), comprised of 
forty- six interracial civic and community groups from all over the state, 
adopted a platform that called for a statewide committee to fight “re-
strictive covenants by which property owners refuse to sell houses to 
Negroes and other ‘minority’ group members” and to implement educa-
tional programs and local discussions of police brutality, discrimination, 
and unemployment of “Negroes in major industrial areas [who] suffered 
three times as much unemployment as white persons.”16 By 1952, this 
growing political opposition laid the foundation for a groundbreaking 
civil rights case. NAACP attorney Terry Francois took the lead on the 
case of Mrs. Mattie Banks and James Charley Jr., an African American 
couple, who sued the San Francisco Housing Authority after unsuccess-
fully attempting to gain access to the North Beach Housing Project, an-
other permanent public housing community.17

In October of 1952, Superior Court Judge Melvin L. Cronin ruled in 
favor of Banks and James Charles Jr. The judge found that the Housing 
Authority was acting unconstitutionally by “excluding Negroes from five 
of the six housing projects and segregating them to West Side Court.”18 
Legal proceedings continued into the next year.

In testimony taken under oath, the executive director of the San Fran-
cisco Housing Authority, John Beard, openly admitted to segregating 
tenants by race. When asked “if a Negro with the best types of qualifica-
tions, say it is a Negro veteran who has been disabled, veteran who has 
been displaced, and who applied for housing in Holly Court [one of the 
four housing developments designated for whites], under your instruc-
tion would you admit him to Holly Court?” Beard replied,

A: We have no displaced Negro applicants.
Q: If such applicant would apply, would you admit him to Holly Courts?
A: No.
Q: Because he is a Negro, is that correct, or because he is non- white is 

that correct?
A: Yes, I would prefer to put it that way because he is non- white.19

Community organizations such as the San Francisco Branch of the 
NAACP, the Council for Civic Unity, the Japanese American Citizenship 
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League, and the Urban League formed coalitions to challenge the San 
Francisco Housing Authority’s practice of following what they referred 
to as a “neighborhood pattern.” The San Francisco Housing Authority 
filed a countersuit to appeal Cronin’s ruling but lost the appeal, marking 
a major civil rights victory for the NAACP, Mattie Banks, and all Black 
San Franciscans.

* * *

Neighborhood covenants and discrimination were also used to maintain 
Jim Crow segregation in San Francisco’s private housing sector. The local 
NAACP president, John Adams Jr., and field secretary, Lester P. Bailey, 
observed that “segregated islands of residency were springing up all over 
the city.”20 In 1957, the city gained national attention when world- famous 
centerfielder for the San Francisco Giants, Willie Mays, was denied the 
right to buy property near the city’s affluent St. Francis Wood neigh-
borhood. This came to be known as the “Willie Mays Incident.”21 The 
property owner argued that he “was under tremendous pressure from the 
neighborhood not to sell to Negroes.” Mays was only able to finalize the 
purchase of his home after much public pressure. In an effort to maintain 
the liberal image of San Francisco, mayor George Christopher, offered 
Mays haven in his own home. Mays respectfully declined, and follow-
ing the purchase, the mayor seemed relieved “that this city of St. Francis 
has retained its reputation as an understanding and progressive city.”22 
Yet, for the majority of Black San Franciscans, these practices continued 
outside of the eye of the press, concentrating Black San Franciscans pri-
marily in the Hunters Point and Fillmore districts.

In addition to segregation in public housing and discrimination in 
private housing, the quality of public housing for Black San Francis-
cans remained an ongoing issue, especially in Hunters Point, where the 
conditions of the public housing were often unbearable. This barracks- 
style housing, originally meant to temporarily house employees of the 
Navy Shipyard, was isolated from stores, other non– public housing 
residences, transportation, and public services (emergency and none-
mergency). These permanent public- housing communities were spread 
throughout the entire city, and sometimes literally next door to privately 
owned or more affluent residences. A handful of these permanent public 
housing communities, such as the Alice Griffith, Sunnydale, and West 
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Point communities, were severely isolated and hidden within pockets 
of the city. In October of 1965 the local news periodical the Spokesman 
quoted a resident tenant who observed that “rats as big as coke bottles 
can be found running about the Alice Griffith project just before the 
sun goes down.”23 Another tenant, Ethelene Wilson, recalled that “she 
could hear rats in the walls, and that her young children have found the 
filthy rats dead in the streets and sidewalks.”24 The newspaper predicted 
that the residents of the Alice Griffith Project located in BVHP “will do 
something to force the Housing Authority to do something about this 
deplorable living condition.”25

The residents of BVHP, unwilling to accept these conditions, made 
many attempts to engage local officials in order to improve conditions. 
On October 14, 1965, concerned citizens from the Sunnydale and Yerba 
Buena Plaza housing projects joined the tenants of the Alice Griffith 
Project to inundate the regular Thursday meeting of the San Francisco 
Public Housing Commission. A lifetime resident and community or-
ganizer of BVHP, Ms. Osceola Washington, “entered the complaints of 
residents of the Alice Griffith [development] with regards to rats and 
the lack of any sort of ‘community’ facilities including a child care cen-
ter.” The crowd, which “represented unions, block clubs, church groups, 
and many other organizations,” accused “the Housing Authority . . . of 
failures in dealing with problems of pest control, repairs and services, 
unjust or degrading rules and regulations, and insufficient concern for 
the tenants as people instead of names on a card.”26

These forms of civic- minded activism and protest were well docu-
mented in San Francisco and took place both before and after the 1966 
Uprising. On March 8, 1966, fifteen BVHP residents staged a sit- in, 
preventing the forceful eviction of Alice Griffith Project tenant Ollie 
Wallace, father of two, who was awakened by the sheriff and movers. 
Wallace was not being evicted because of failure to pay rent on time 
but because he failed to pay erroneous fines, including “court fees for 
the eviction, as well as the cost of the movers for the furniture, both of 
which he was not made aware of.”27 In addition, he had already paid 
his rent to the Housing Authority, so it was a great surprise to him that 
he was being evicted. These types of evictions were common, and the 
community continued its organization against such practices. The fol-
lowing day, March 9, 1966, sixty BVHP residents took over a special 
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meeting of the San Francisco Housing Authority and demanded that 
their grievances be heard. The small boardroom was packed wall to 
wall, as Housing Authority official Steven Walters quickly attempted 
to adjourn the meeting, exclaiming, “[W]e are not going to discuss the 
Hunters Point problem today.”28 Community members then blocked the 
exits as George Earl, chairman of the Inter- Block Council (a grassroots 
BVHP community organization), spoke on a microphone provided by 
the press, stating, “We have long complained and long been ignored. We 
again rehearse our complaint. Number one: evictions can no longer be 
done in the highhanded manner, which has become routine. We protest 
any evictions which is done without exhausting all methods of resolv-
ing the principle problems involved.” After the statement was read, “the 
group sang ‘we shall overcome’ [allowing] the commission to leave, and 
[then they] proceeded to demonstrate outside.”29 Following this action, 
the Housing Authority agreed to halt further evictions and all disposed 
actions, pending a reexamination of their policy.

Activism and civic engagement were strategies used by BVHP resi-
dents both before and after the uprising of 1966. In October of 1966, 
less than a month after the 1966 Hunters Point Uprising, residents from 
various housing projects in BVHP formed the Hunters Point Tenant 
Union and threatened a rent strike, demanding “covers on all drains, 
extermination of roaches and rats, installation of at least one detachable 
window screen for each room in each apartment, establishment of coin 
operated washer and dryer in various locations throughout the Hunters 
Point area, establishment of a more responsive, courteous and effectual 
relationship between Housing Authority and Tenants.”30 This collective 
response in the form of a strike reflects the deep determination of Hunt-
ers Point residents to fight against Jim Crow practices in the West. But 
their grievances went largely unmet. The 1966 Uprising happened be-
cause the activism of the BVHP community, in the years before the up-
rising, was ignored by city officials and policy makers, who also ignored 
the impact of Jim Crow.

Black San Francisco’s Employment Struggles

The rapid industrialization as a result of World War II proved to be 
fruitful for Black migrants coming west, but a sharp economic decline 
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followed the end of the Korean War. As a young man in BVHP, Toni 
Carpenter “realized you can’t just live in a neighborhood without being 
a part of the economical base.”31 Donna Jean Murch concurs with this 
view, positing that “in Oakland, and for much of the Black popula-
tion in Richmond, Hunters Point, and South Berkeley, five short years 
of boom developed into several long decades of bust.”32 In 1966 alone, 
four of California’s Special Youth Employment Offices estimated at 
least twelve thousand unemployed youths, the majority of whom were 
African American.33 Additionally, in 1960, the largest concentrations 
of low- income residents with low levels of educational attainment, and 
the highest levels of unemployment in all of San Francisco, resided in 
Hunters Point.34 While this new generation of youth had more access 
to education than their parents and grandparents, they still would 
live under the yoke of Jim Crow. There has been much more scholar-
ship on the Black experience in Oakland; because the population was 
smaller, San Francisco has not been as associated with the Black free-
dom struggle.

San Francisco’s system of Jim Crow yielded opportunity to Blacks 
when doing so benefited the city economically, but the city lacked 
the willingness to ensure that Black San Franciscans would have any 
sustained economic and employment opportunity. The San Francisco 
Navy Shipyard employed close to eighty- five hundred civilians by the 
mid- 1950s, and in the Bay Area, as a whole, “over 70 percent of Black 
newcomers found work in the shipyards, and Black female employment 
tripled.”35 However, as the war drew to a close, employment opportuni-
ties dwindled for Black migrants and their children, who were coming 
of age in the city. As a local Hunters Point resident explained in 1963, 
“[Y]oung people go to school together, they graduate off the same stage 
and then when it comes to jobs, the black face is not qualified, but they 
graduate and then my daughter has to clean up the same girl’s house that 
she graduates [with] on stage.”36

In 1960, the San Francisco Commission on Equal Employment Op-
portunity reported that “discrimination in San Francisco may be less 
overt . . . but it exists.”37 One complaint of discrimination, filed with the 
commission, involved a transportation company that transferred part 
of its business to a subsidiary, thereby eliminating a number of posi-
tions. The subsidiary then rehired the white terminated employees and 
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denied all ten formerly employed African Americans any consideration 
for employment.38 Denial of positions in skilled labor, denial of access 
into higher- paying industries, and discriminatory hiring practices were 
not openly sanctioned by the law, but were in fact the lived experiences 
of African Americans in San Francisco.

Black San Francisco’s Struggles with Police Brutality

The killing of Matthew Johnson was not an isolated incident, nor was 
it the singular cause of the 1966 Hunters Point Uprising. It was but a 
spark that ignited longstanding frustrations with housing, unemploy-
ment, and police brutality. Instances of police brutality were well known 
and common in San Francisco, reinforcing visceral feelings of anger and 
oppression. Understanding the fragility of police- community relations 
in Black San Francisco, Police Chief Thomas J. Cahill created a Police- 
Community Relations Unit in April 1962 to “project a different image of 
the department to the community.”39 By 1962, the San Francisco Police 
Department (SFPD) had committees set up in four police districts. The 
SFPD understood that the weakened police- community relations were 
not “confined to police problems, but they run the gamut from commu-
nity to personal.”40 Despite these efforts, modes of policing BVHP led to 
highly publicized instances of brutality, diminishing any gains made by 
Cahill’s efforts, which were too little, too late, and failed to address the 
deeper institutional problems that would create the reality of the 1966 
BVHP Uprising.

On December 14, 1964, San Francisco mail clerk Issac Hinton called 
the police to the residence of an unidentified female friend, after an ex- 
boyfriend arrived and threatened them both. Hoping that the police 
would prevent the situation from escalating, Hinton was surprised when 
police arrived and he was “told to shut up and dragged to police car . . . 
driven to the vicinity of Pine and Lyon Street [in San Francisco] while 
trying to explain he was the person that placed the call. The four officers 
then beat him with black- jacks, night sticks, and kicked him about the 
face and body.”41 Hinton was beaten so badly that the four police officers 
took him to San Francisco General Hospital, where, Hinton reported, 
“he was beaten” again by officers.42 Hinton was later found not guilty of 
resisting arrest in municipal court. Hinton could not return to work for 
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six weeks after the incident and sued SFPD for seventy- five thousand 
dollars. This incident, two years before the uprising, is but one in a long 
pattern of injustice.43

The next year another highly publicized incident of police brutality 
brought attention to the terrorism experienced by Black San Francis-
cans. In July of 1965, one year before the uprising, thirty- one- year- old 
Ralph Newman voluntarily went to the San Francisco Hall of Justice for 
traffic warrants amounting to sixty- nine dollars. He was subsequently 
taken to the city prison; when Newman refused to empty his pockets, an 
officer struck him. “A second policeman, according to Newman, asked 
to be given a turn at punching him, to which his colleague readily con-
sented.” After having suffered a beating from both officers while being 
detained, Mr. Newman “began to vomit blood” and was taken “to Mis-
sion Emergency Hospital.”44 Newman’s wife demanded his release, so 
he could be transferred to a private hospital for treatment. The police 
denied his release because of the sixty- nine- dollar warrant, and only 
after several hours was he transferred to Mt. Zion Hospital, where he 
required surgery.

Consistent acts of police brutality leading up to the San Francisco 
Uprising would make the 1966 murder of Matthew Johnson a tinderbox 
situation. In the fall of 1965, the better- known Watts Uprising acted as 
a warning to Jim Crow cities all over the country and illustrated a de-
finitive shift towards self- defense and self- determination. Uprisings are 
never a chosen political destination but the byproduct of the consistent 
denial of basic human rights. Americans, both Black and white, under-
stood that Watts did not happen in a vacuum; similar acts could happen 
anywhere, even in San Francisco.

In mid- July of 1966, two months prior to the Hunters Point Uprising, 
there was a “near riot” in San Francisco’s Fillmore District after off- duty 
African American police officer Herman George shot robbery suspect 
Frank Jackson in the stomach. A crowd of 200– 250 young people gath-
ered at the scene of the shooting and threw bottles at Officer George. 
African American youth Larry Scott warned, “[O]ur brothers in Hunt-
ers Point, Daly City, the Bayview and the Fillmore know that was just a 
warm- up too. You know what happened in Watts and Chicago, man? 
Well that’s gonna happen here too.”45 People in Hunters Point and all 
over the country knew that social conditions had reached a tipping point.
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The summer of 1966 in San Francisco was one of the hottest.46 In July 
of 1966, at a press conference in San Francisco, Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr. had made clear that “our nation’s summers of riots are caused by our 
nation’s winters of delay and as long as justice is postponed, as long as 
these problems are there, we are on the verge of social disruption and it 
hurts not only the Black man, it hurts our nation as a whole.”47

On September 27, 1966, sixteen- year- old Matthew “Peanut” Johnson 
was shot in the back and killed by fifty- one- year- old veteran police of-
ficer Alvin Johnson. The shooting of Matthew Johnson took place in 
broad daylight on “the Hill,” an area encircled by low- income housing 
units. Shot from behind, Matthew fell down the hillside and died lying 
face down in the dirt. A registered nurse of the Economic Opportu-
nity Center, Mrs. Louise Williams, attempted to administer first aid, 
but there was no chance of saving his life. Word spread throughout 
Hunters Point, and a crowd of nearly 150 children, adults, and youth 
looked down into the ravine at his lifeless body. This was the breaking 
point. People began to gather along Third Street, and as the evening 
approached, “throughout the area small groups could be seen congre-
gating on every corner discussing the tragedy that had happened only 
hours before.”48

Understanding the potential for violence, young community organiz-
ers and activists from the Bay View Community Center and the Local 
Youth for Service organization attempted to get people off the streets 
and to organize a meeting among youth, the mayor, and the police 
chief. They wanted to meet specifically with Mayor Shelly to discuss the 
immediate release of the officer who shot Johnson. The Youth for Ser-
vice would later become the Peace Patrol, whose goal was to get young 
people out of harm’s way during the uprising.49 They established peace-
ful community patrols in Hunters Point and in other neighborhoods 
throughout the city, in Chinatown, North Beach, the Mission, and the 
Fillmore, understanding that “many of the youth [would] get hurt if the 
riot continues, because we can’t win trying to fight the National Guard 
or the Police.”50 The mayor did not comply with these early requests, los-
ing an important opportunity for peaceful intervention with these con-
cerned young people. Like many activists engaged in the Black freedom 
struggle throughout the country during this time, they found them-
selves acting as buffers between the anguish of the Black community 
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and a police force fully committed to restoring “law and order” through 
often indiscriminate and violent means.

Thomas C. Fleming of the Sun- Reporter, the city’s oldest and largest 
Black- owned newspaper, recalls getting word of the shooting in BVHP 
and immediately heading to the area with the NAACP president Thomas 
Nathaniel Burbridge, to try to help mediate the situation. They called the 
mayor’s office to come and address the group of youth, but the mayor 
refused. They then headed to the Potrero Hill Police Station, where they 
found Mayor Shelly and Chief of Police Thomas Cahill assessing the sit-
uation. Meanwhile, local police and groups of youth continued to gather 
on Third Street as tension increased.51 These were the crucial hours in 
which the uprising could have been prevented, but instead city officials 
prepared for armed conflict.

Calls for police and government officials to come to the area, by youth 
activists and community members, continued to be unheard as the evening 
turned to night. In the absence of the mayor, the Potrero Hill police chief, 
following the direction of Mr. Greenville Jackson and Mr. Walter Scott of 
the Human Rights Commission, were escorted to the Economic Opportu-
nity Center, where a group of forty to sixty youth organizers were already 
meeting. The youth demanded to know if the shooting officer, Alvin John-
son, had been charged or arrested for the killing. Chief Jackson made it 
clear that he could not comment on the investigation of the shooter, Officer 
Johnson.52 This only fueled the frustrations of many youth, who personally 
knew Matthew Johnson and considered him a close friend. Chief Jackson’s 
inability to communicate any significant information did little to lessen the 
tension within the community. The situation continued to escalate.

Eventually, Mayor Shelly decided to address the people of Hunters 
Point and was escorted by a small group of heavily armed police officers 
to the Bay View Opera House.53 The crowd at the opera house consisted 
of both youth and a wider range of concerned community members. 
According to the local paper, The Spokesman, Mayor Shelly was unable 
to address the crowd because “by this time things were not quiet. Even 
the news of his coming was like so many of the remote promises that 
reflected in the open despair now turned to anger on the faces of every 
youth that Tuesday night.”54 Fleming recalled the crowd throwing eggs 
and vegetables at the mayor, who was booed by the crowd. The commu-
nity had had enough; they demanded justice for Matthew. A frustrated 
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Shelly left the opera house to meet with Governor Pat Brown at the San 
Francisco Hall of Justice, where Officer Johnson was being sequestered. 
Prior to entering the Hall of Justice, Governor Brown held a press con-
ference with the local media, stating, “We cannot have revolution in this 
country and I can assure the people of my state that I will do everything 
within my power to see that law and order is observed and the rights of 
person and property are carefully protected. And I’ll tell you this— we’re 
going to meet force with force.”55 The determination of the government 
to use the power of the state to inflict violence on the Hunters Point 
community, as opposed to using the power of the state to address the 
conditions of the Hunters Point community, reflected the inherent bias 
within the city’s systems of governance towards communities of color. 

The 1966 Uprising was a direct response to the longstanding social 
inequity and violence experienced in the daily lives of Black citizens in 
America. These types of violent social responses are the product of long- 
term exposure to Jim Crow. Local civil rights activist Carlton B. Good-
lett urged citizens to

never forget the fact that San Francisco has followed a national pattern 
in which racial violence has been triggered by police- Negro community 
confrontation . .  . and in this instance, the slaying of sixteen- year- old 
[Matthew “Peanut” Johnson], nobody has gone before the citizenry and 
said “this police officer will be brought to justice.”56

No matter the size of the community, if it was poor and Black, the 
response by the state would be the same, as then Governor Pat Brown 
was quoted earlier [saying] they “would meet force with force.” Dr. 
Goodlett criticized the SFPD; even those who tried “to solve this on a 
citizen- by- citizen basis have been roughed up by the police” and “are the 
victims of [an] incensed feeling on the part of the police department.”57 
He himself was threatened with a shotgun twice while attempting to get 
people off the street.

As time passed, small altercations took place between police and 
groups of youth, who continued to congregate in the streets. Rocks and 
bricks were thrown at police and firemen and a car set afire. A storefront 
window was smashed at the Rexall Drug Store near Third and Palou, 
along with several others of “white owned businesses,” according to the 
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local Spokesman. After a whole evening of unrest, there was still little to 
no acknowledgment of wrongdoing, further fueling feelings of injustice. 
Local and state officials had already committed themselves to violence 
as a means of resolution. Four days after the shooting of Matthews, the 
chief deputy attorney general, Charles O’Brien, even suggested the attor-
ney general look into “studies in the development of specialized weap-
ons for use by police officers,” such as tranquilizer guns that would be 
“safe for human use” during riots.58 O’Brien even used the circumstance 
of Matthew’s death, insinuating that if “an officer came upon a boy steal-
ing a car, the tranquilizer gun would be used— if needed.” A younger 
generation was coming of age as civil rights commitments to nonviolent 
strategies waned, and violence was seen as a justifiable means to “con-
tain” the Black population. A youth worker in BVHP complained that 
he had “been begging and pleading for seven years and all it’s got me is 
a $1.35 an hour job, but you gotta’ do better than this because I won’t beg 
anymore.”59 Jim Crow in San Francisco successfully disenfranchised and 
marginalized Black San Franciscans to the point of desperation; Mat-
thew’s slaying brought the community to a breaking point.

Wednesday, September 28 was characterized by an increased police 
presence. Every corner had armed police and rifled officers occupy-
ing rooftops. Governor Brown declared a state of emergency. Curfews 
were implemented in both the Fillmore and BVHP districts. Follow-
ing the governor’s proclamation, nearly two thousand members of the 
National Guard, California Highway Patrol, and local police were de-
ployed to the BVHP district over the course of three days.60 Youth lead-
ers, who earlier formed the Peace Patrol, hoping to mediate tension and 
get people out of harm’s way, continued to push for meetings with the 
mayor. Although there were radio broadcasts that reported violence in 
the Fillmore, the staff of The Movement (the publication of the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee [SNCC]), found nothing but a few 
broken windows.61

In a check- in with the San Francisco Police in the BVHP area one 
day after the initial incident, according to local station KNTV, “[T]hey 
described the 18- block area of Third Street as jungle warfare.”62 This de-
scription of the community as a “jungle” ignored the root causes of the 
uprising, further dehumanized BVHP residents, and justified the use 
of force. As the Los Angeles Sentinel reported, “This cosmopolitan, so-
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phisticated city by the Bay reverberated with racial tremors today, the 
aftermath of the worst ethnic- based violence in local history.”63 Even in 
Los Angeles, the idea that such racial unrest and oppression existed in 
San Francisco seemed surprising. Newspapers from all over the coun-
try chronicled the turmoil, but the community of BVHP and its history 
were still rendered invisible. The San Francisco Uprising of 1966 was a 
confirmation that the complex forces known as Jim Crow existed in the 
West, but this was not the story that made headlines.

The situation escalated more when rumors of a sniper among protest-
ers circulated. A police officer in a passing squad car who was hit by a 
rock yelled, “I’m hit, I’m hit.” The driver reporting to police headquarters 
did not clarify what he meant by “hit,” and it was assumed that he was 
shot by a sniper. A battle line was drawn near the Bayview Community 
Center, where a large crowd of unarmed youth gathered. The police then 
shot into a group of roughly thirty youth outside the community center, 
where it was reported that children were inside. The director of the cen-
ter, Harold Brooks, recalled, “[W]hen the firing broke out, bedlam fol-
lowed, until I got them to lie down. I went out the front door to get them 
to stop firing and let the kids out.” Seven people were wounded outside 
the building, including those clearly marked as Peace Patrol members. 
Adam Rodgers was one of those organizers desperately telling people on 
a bullhorn to get off the streets before he was shot in the back, asking, 
“Why did they shoot me?” No guns were found in the building, and no 
sniper was found.64

By Thursday, the last day of unrest, 161 people were reported injured, 
the majority of those injuries sustained by civilians, ten from gunshots. 
Many police and firemen were injured from bottles and rocks that were 
thrown, but the police report fails to indicate specifically what those 
injuries were. No police, firemen, Guardsmen, or Highway Patrol of-
ficers were reported shot, stabbed, or assaulted in the 128- hour period. 
Four hundred and fifty- seven persons were arrested throughout the 
entire city in connection to the incident, and property damage totaled 
$135,782.65 The city of San Francisco and the community were stunned. 
Local and state officials felt they had successfully prevented “another 
Watts,” but as the dust settled the community members of BVHP were 
left traumatized. The tragedy of Matthew’s death began to sink in and 
the community mourned not only the loss of his life but also the sheer 
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lack of empathy for their plight after years of organizing peacefully for 
social change in BVHP.

Over a thousand people attended the funeral of Matthew “Peanut” 
Johnson, whose procession passed on the same streets where battle 
lines had been drawn a few days earlier.66 The procession of cars, which 
stretched as far as the eye could see, slowly made its way up Third Street, 
reflecting the long fight for Black freedom in Hunters Point, and in 
America. The news cameras waited anxiously in the neighborhood, sus-
pecting that more violence would result from the funeral, but all they 
were able to capture were the sullen, tear- soaked faces of residents of a 
deeply wounded community.

The coroner cleared Officer Alvin Johnson, and he was reinstated to 
the police force with full pay. Although curfews were lifted by Friday, 
September 29, and the police and National Guard began to withdraw 
from the area, the people of BVHP knew the battle for justice was far 
from over. The ideals of self- defense and self- determination that would 
characterize the coming Black Power movement had taken root in Black 
San Francisco.

The 1966 uprising did not, however, completely diminish the will of 
the people to make change in their communities. It further politicized 
them and helped to foster important collaborations between local com-
munities and political organizations. One year after the BVHP Uprising, 
in May of 1967, U.S. senators Robert Kennedy, George Murphy, and Jo-
seph S. Clark visited San Francisco as part of their Poverty Tour to assess 
the effectiveness of the programs implemented under the War on Pov-
erty. In a public hearing held in the Bay View Community Center one 
year after the uprising, Senator Kennedy asked, “Have the conditions 
that brought that about, have they changed over the period of the last 12 
months?” The crowd unanimously stated, “No.” Mrs. Osceola Washing-
ton, a long- time resident and community organizer, exclaimed “No . . . 
these men have grew up in this situation, police brutality, poor schools, 
poor education. . . . [I]f you are from Hunters Point you get no chance at 
all.”67 The morale was low, but Matthew Johnson’s spirit lived on in the 
continued efforts of the community to create change in their lives.

In July of 1967 the Bayview Community Center lost its lease due to 
its inability to secure funding for its one- thousand- dollar rent. Similar 
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grassroots organizations in BVHP that played a huge role in servicing 
youth had no real financial support from the city of San Francisco. Ruth 
Williams, an activist and member of the board for the Bayview Com-
munity Center, expressed her frustrations at a press conference in June 
of 1967, where she tearfully stated, “[F]or so long we have been appealing 
to other funding agencies for money, and it always seems as though it’s 
something wrong with this particular organization, and I think it’s just 
because we’re poor people trying.”68 This is one of many key resources 
that dwindled in the wake of the uprising. The conversation with Bobby 
Kennedy a few months prior would come to represent the continued 
lack of commitment of the local, state, and federal government to poor 
Black communities such as BVHP in America. Ronald Reagan, who 
would ride this wave of conservatism to the governorship of California, 
serving two terms from 1967 to 1975, criticized “those that would trade 
our freedom for the soup kitchen of the welfare state.”69 Calls for “law 
and order” replaced antipoverty rhetoric, and excessive militarized vio-
lence against urban Black communities became the immediate solution 
to deeply rooted systemic issues of unemployment, police brutality, and 
inadequate housing.

Despite the deep wound caused by the 1966 uprising, the BVHP com-
munity and Black people all over the Bay Area recommitted to work 
together in common cause. In 1968, at San Francisco State University, 
students of all socioeconomic backgrounds, BVHP community mem-
bers, and political organizations, like the Black Panther Party (formed 
roughly two months after the 1966 Uprising) would successfully strike 
for the first School of Ethnic Studies in the nation. BVHP mother, 
resident, and activist Eloise Westbrook spoke passionately at a rally in 
support of the strike on campus, in December of 1968, proclaiming, “I 
want you to know that I am a Black woman, I’m a mother, and I have 15 
grandchildren, and I want a college that I can be proud of . . . . [W]hen 
I die I’m dead and you better believe it, but I’m dying for the rights of 
people.”70 She knew that the struggles of Bayview– Hunters Point were 
the struggles of all oppressed people. Her words are echoed by her com-
rade, Ruth Williams, who unapologetically declared, “I’m here to say I’m 
from the ghetto community. . . . [W]hen I rise up just about the masses 
of Hunters Point rise up too.”71 
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“The Shame of Our Whole Judicial System”

George Crockett Jr., the New Bethel Shoot-In, and the 
Nation’s Jim Crow Judiciary

Say Burgin

[African Americans] had no rights which the white man was 
bound to respect.
— Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger Taney, 1857

[T]here is no equal justice for black people in our criminal 
courts today . . . because our judges, by their rulings, make 
it so.
— Recorder’s Court Judge George Crockett Jr., 1971

In the early morning hours of Sunday, March 30, 1969, in an unused 
office in Detroit’s First Precinct police station, Recorder’s Court judge 
George Crockett Jr. announced that court was in session. A few hours 
earlier, he had received reports that one white officer had been killed 
and another wounded in a “shoot- out” outside the New Bethel Bap-
tist Church. Police had sprayed the church with gunfire and arrested 
all 142 African American men, women, and children inside. Crockett 
learned that these individuals were being held incommunicado, unable 
to contact attorneys. Worried that police were denying black Detroiters 
their constitutional rights, he hurried to the precinct and, right there in 
the station, assembled habeas corpus proceedings. In the intense weeks 
that followed, amid much misreporting, Detroit police and news outlets 
mounted a campaign against Crockett, whom they accused of being an 
activist judge and impeding police work. An opposing camp of Crockett 
supporters quickly assembled, including a forty- group coalition called 
the Black United Front. At stake for both Crockett and his supporters 
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was nothing short of a righteous blow to a criminal court system that 
claimed color- blindness but enacted highly racialized forms of “justice.”

At the time of the New Bethel shoot- in,1 Crockett had practiced law 
for thirty- five years, including over twenty years in Detroit, and had 
served on the Recorder’s Court bench (Detroit’s criminal court) for over 
two years. During that time, he watched unequal justice operate as the 
judicial norm. Such was the necessary effect of a Jim Crow judiciary— a 
court system that was as old as the nation itself but that had become 
increasingly visible as African Americans shouldered a disproportion-
ate bulk of the prison time associated with the doubling of crime rates 
throughout the 1960s.2 A Jim Crow judiciary aimed less at the social 
separation codified through Plessy v. Ferguson— that 1896 Supreme 
Court decision mandating “separate but equal”— and more at creating 
a two- track system in which the courts maintained the constitutional 
rights of whites and the economically comfortable while abridging those 
of poor and black defendants. Indeed, it was the Supreme Court’s 1857 
Dred Scott decision that became the more enduring guide for the na-
tion’s judiciary: African Americans “had no rights which the white man 
was bound to respect.”

To see the Jim Crow judiciary is to see that the ideal of judicial auton-
omy has operated as a mirage. At a distance— in our high school social 
studies classes— the bench is viewed as distinct, separate from the other 
major players in the courtroom, including the defense, prosecution, and 
police. It is seen as a check on police abuse and prosecutorial overreach. 
With closer examination, however, that sense of separateness evapo-
rates. Theoretically, judicial independence and impartiality are supposed 
to ensure black defendants’ due process rights and check the excesses of 
police and prosecutors. Yet, this ideal is not the reality, and these three 
arms of the state more often work as allies than as adversaries, more 
codependently than independently. That judicial neutrality is crucial to 
the way fairness and equality under the law are ostensibly guaranteed 
indicates the state’s own investment in the mirage of judicial autonomy.

Ideologically, judges across the country have leaned heavily upon— 
and reproduced— racist ideas that twinned criminality and blackness.3 
In practice, they leaned on police and prosecutors. Judges enacted un-
equal justice every time they acted on the assumption that they should 
take their cues from and act in the interests of the police, what Crockett 
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referred to as “the old habit of accommodating the police and the pros-
ecutor’s office.”4 Thus, Jim Crow justice was enacted precisely through 
relinquishing judicial autonomy and becoming the enforcement arm of 
the police. Such “accommodation” inevitably entailed abandoning the 
ideal of an adversarial courtroom— one in which the very existence of 
oppositional powers was meant to ensure fairness and due process. It 
also meant disposing of presumptions of innocence because “accom-
modating” prosecutors and police in their desires—for instance, for 
high bail or deference in submitting evidence—necessarily involved 
accommodating their efforts to demonstrate a defendant’s guilt. With 
the railroading of defendants’ due process rights at a time— the 1960s— 
when African Americans were becoming an even larger proportion of 
criminal defendants, a Jim Crow judiciary ensured highly racialized out-
comes in terms of key facets of the justice system, including habeas cor-
pus, bail, sentencing, probation, and parole. A Jim Crow judiciary, thus, 
laid the groundwork for the mass incarceration of African Americans 
in the 1980s and beyond. When judges like Crockett actually exercised 
independence and detached themselves from the wishes of police and 
prosecutors— as happened in the wake of the New Bethel shoot- in— 
they were accused of being unfair. By the time Crockett made his stand 
in the spring of 1969, “[T]he erosion of constitutional rights and liber-
ties” had gone on “for so long,” he said, “that to most of us, the violation 
of the law is the law.”5

A double standard of justice could be seen in courtrooms across the 
North throughout the 1960s. One New York judge, in 1969, gave a sus-
pended sentence to a white man who pled guilty to illegally trading $20 
million, but a few days later sentenced a black man to one year in jail 
after he stole a television worth $100.6 In 1967, a Cook County judge 
sentenced the three white men who killed seventeen- year- old Jerome 
Huey in the Chicago suburb of Cicero to a mere nine to twenty years 
in prison. A Chicago Defender reader vented her frustrations with a re-
minder that in 1965 another Chicago judge had sentenced one black de-
fendant, Charles Evans, to “67 to 130 years” for burglary and aggravated 
assault.7 Untold individual cases appeared through statistics. One study 
of misdemeanor cases in Detroit’s Recorder’s Court in 1969 found that, 
even with legal representation, judges sentenced African Americans to 
jail at twice the rates of whites; that whites were twice as likely to receive 
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a fine as a penalty (rather than the harsher outcomes of jail time or pro-
bation); and that “black defendants were more likely than whites to have 
received no proper indication of the charge, the right to testify, or the 
right to call and cross- examine witnesses.”8

The Black Power era was responsive to these injustices and produced 
powerful critiques of the nation’s courts. The Black Panthers, for one, 
declared that “the many Black and poor oppressed people now held in 
U.S. prisons and jails have not received fair and impartial trials under a 
racist and fascist judicial system.”9 People also responded to the abuses 
carried out by police and courts during urban uprisings. Black Detroi-
ters fought for justice after police killed three young black men during 
the July 1967 uprising, while Crockett spoke out from the bench about 
the railroading of black Detroiters’ rights by his peers. His actions dur-
ing the uprising made clear that police brutality required the consent 
of judges— that his colleagues chose to overlook illegal arrests and tes-
timony of police violence. He made clear that judges allowed for the 
overprosecution of black folks, failing to check prosecutors. Such dis-
ruptions from court insiders took place throughout the 1960s and ’70s 
as the numbers of black judges grew. By 1971, African Americans com-
prised a paltry 1 percent of judges on local or state benches— 255 out 
of 21,294— roughly 90 percent of whom resided outside of the South.10 
Yet among this small band were vociferous critics of the bench whose 
rulings resisted Jim Crow dictates.

As Crockett’s actions demonstrate, such resistance often met with 
swift reprisals from the police, prosecutors, lawmakers, and the larger 
public. Conservatives, including the Detroit News and the Detroit Police 
Officers Association (DPOA), led the way. Having served as unofficial 
Crockett watchdogs since he assumed the bench, they accused him of 
antipolice bias and racism. They sought his removal from office. Mod-
erates and liberals, too, disregarded the critique of unequal justice that 
Crockett made in his actions. White officials like Governor William Mil-
liken and Mayor Jerome Cavanaugh, along with the city’s other white 
daily, the Detroit Free Press, focused criticism on the Republic of New 
Africa and framed Crockett’s actions as “unorthodox.” Black Detroiters 
had denounced the city’s criminal justice system for years, reproaches 
that had heightened in the wake of the July 1967 uprising. Liberals re-
peatedly ignored these criticisms. That they did so again in the spring 
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of 1969 meant they not only diverted time and attention away from the 
focus of Crockett and his supporters— a two- track system of justice. 
They also contributed to the justifications of Jim Crow in the North.

Northern- based judges like Crockett fit uneasily into a narrative of the 
black freedom movement that stresses southern segregation because of 
that narrative’s emphasis on the Supreme Court. It stands in as a northern 
hero and savior- promoter of civil rights— as in Smith v. Allwright, Shelley 
v. Kraemer, and, especially, Brown v. Board of Education. When segrega-
tion is firmly located in the South, northern courts win easy praise and 
escape scrutiny; their judges do not require the kinds of checks that must 
be placed on southern counterparts. Consequently, while a boom in mass 
incarceration studies has inspired research into the intersection of civil 
rights/Black Power and criminal justice, the role of judges needs much 
more attention. Crockett’s stance showed that segregated court outcomes 
were as much a reality in the North as in the South, for judges got the 
ultimate say in the denial of African Americans’ civil liberties. Judges 
sealed the deal— police brutality and prosecutorial overreach could not 
stand without them. Crockett and his supporters understood this all 
too well. In the years that proved foundational to mass incarceration in 
America, black freedom activists understood that they could not wage 
war against northern inequalities without taking on the criminal justice 
system— and not just the police and prosecutors but the judges too.

Crockett would ultimately spend more than a decade criticizing the 
actions of his judicial peers. But of his many unpopular legal decisions, 
his actions in the New Bethel hearings most starkly demonstrated the 
high costs of opposing northern racial injustice. There were immedi-
ate calls for his impeachment, as well as threats to his life. But Crockett 
refused to back down. He repeatedly pointed out that the nation’s un-
equal justice centered on the unfair practices of judges: “[T]here is no 
equal justice for black people in our criminal courts today, and what’s 
more, there never has been. And this is the shame of our whole judicial 
system. . . . And this is so, not because the written law says it shall be so, 
rather it is so because our judges, by their rulings, make it so.”11 Gov-
ernmental and legal bodies eventually declared that Crockett’s actions in 
the New Bethel cases were legal and proper. Yet the campaign mounted 
against Crockett demonstrated that equal justice under the law would 
be as elusive to African Americans in the North as it was in the South.
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* * *

Roughly 150 people remained at the New Bethel Church on the night 
of Saturday, March 29, 1969. They had gathered to celebrate the Repub-
lic of New Africa’s (RNA) first anniversary. Founded by Detroit- based 
brothers Gaidi and Imari Obadele, the separatist group sought the 
secession of five southern U.S. states into a new black nation. By its one- 
year anniversary, it had established consulates in a handful of northern 
cities— and caught the attention of several surveillance divisions of the 
Detroit Police Department (DPD), Michigan State Police, and the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation. At around 11:30 that night, two white rookie 
policemen, Michael Czapski and Richard Worobec, pulled up to the 
church. Despite Michigan’s open- carry laws, Worobec later claimed they 
were suspicious of armed men outside the church. Like many crucial 
details of this story, what happened next depended upon the storyteller. 
The DPD insisted that RNA members opened fire on the officers.12 The 
RNA, however, testified that it was Czapski and Worobec who, without 
any provocation, initiated gunfire on RNA members outside the church, 
who then shot back in self- defense.13

Police back- up arrived quickly and in huge numbers after Worobec 
radioed that he and Czapski had been shot. On arrival, police fired off 
scores of rounds into the church, wounding four RNA members, in-
cluding seventeen- year- old Abdul Bobo of Chicago.14 Even the young 
man who would become the prosecution’s star witness, nineteen- year- 
old David Brown Jr., attested that he had been “repeatedly kicked in the 
head by officers in the church.”15 Without knowing who shot Worobec 
and Czapski, but insisting the shooters had fled inside the church, police 
decided to arrest all 142 people in the building, including many chil-
dren. Meanwhile, Czapski was pronounced dead on arrival at Henry 
Ford Hospital.

Gaidi Obadele, who had been driving away from the church at the 
time the first shots were fired, contacted Michigan House representa-
tive James del Rio, who, alongside Reverend C. L. Franklin— New Bethel 
pastor and Aretha Franklin’s father— arrived at the station and saw a 
situation that reminded them of the abysmal detention conditions dur-
ing Detroit’s July 1967 uprising. Three and a half hours after being taken 
into custody, police still held all RNA arrestees incommunicado in the 
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parking garage of the precinct. It appeared that the police had not even 
begun to process the arrestees, let alone allow them to make phone calls 
or contact lawyers. So, after ensuring that the women and children were 
brought out of the makeshift garage- prison, Franklin and del Rio went 
to the house of Judge George Crockett.16

In Crockett, the men knew RNA arrestees would find a judge whose 
first concern was equal justice under law. Crockett had been elected to 
Detroit’s thirteen- judge Recorder’s Court in 1966— one of that court’s 
three black judges. Yet, years before, he had made a name for himself 
as a champion of the constitutional rights of groups who were rarely as-
sured equal justice. He served as a defense attorney for the Communist 
Party in 1948– 49 when its leaders were indicted under the Smith Act. 
Cited for contempt during this case, he served four months in a federal 
prison in Kentucky in 1952, saying he “regarded it as a badge of honor 
to be adjudicated in contempt for vigorously prosecuting what I believe 
to be the proper conception of the American Constitution.”17 When the 
House Committee on Un- American Activities came to Detroit in the 
1950s, Crockett defended black trade union organizers. As one of its 
longstanding members, he pushed the National Lawyers Guild to create 
the Committee for Legal Assistance in the South (CLAS), which pro-
vided free legal assistance to civil rights workers in the 1960s.18

Crockett directed CLAS during the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Sum-
mer, and as Ernie Goodman, Crockett’s white law partner, recalled, this 
work led Crockett “to the conclusion that he could become more directly 
and effectively involved in the struggle for justice and equality” by run-
ning for office.19 In 1965, he made a bid for Detroit’s Common Council, 
his platform centering on black Detroit’s housing, employment, and civil 
liberties. In his campaign materials, he vowed to “separate and divorce the 
Police Department from the Prosecutor’s Office.”20 Unsuccessful in this 
election, Crockett later learned that the FBI’s Counter- Intelligence Pro-
gram had aided conservatives in red- baiting him. The Bureau’s Detroit 
office mailed anonymous letters to conservatives in the area in which it 
alluded to Crockett and his “communist background” and called him a 
“charlatan.” Despite losing the election, Crockett did not think the FBI’s 
foul play had cost him the election, though he did suspect further harass-
ment the following year when he ran for Recorder’s Court.21 That time, 
Crockett later reflected, the FBI’s dirty tricks “nearly cost him the court 
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race.”22 Still, in 1966 voters sent Crockett to the Recorder’s Court, which 
they continued to do until he retired in 1980.

Crockett’s experiences as a lawyer had taught him that, when it came 
to civil rights and civil liberties, rather than “checking” their excesses and 
oversights, the judiciary often aided the executive and legislative branches. 
In the 1940s and ’50s, judges chose not to uphold Communists’ First 
Amendment rights; in the ’50s and ’60s, their decisions enabled unsafe 
conditions for civil rights workers. In Detroit, the cozy relationship be-
tween Recorder’s Court and the police was an open secret. Crockett re-
called to one interviewer that, when he was a lawyer, there were countless 
occasions when he had requested a habeas corpus or bail hearing, “And 
I would be told, ‘Counsel the police tell me that they can complete their 
investigation within 48 hours, so I think I’m going to put this whole thing 
over for 48 hours.’ . . . I was determined when I got on the bench that I 
would not be accused of following that practice.”23

To Crockett, a different kind of judiciary was necessary if the rights 
of unpopular defendants— including political dissidents and African 
Americans— were to be upheld.

Detroit’s July 1967 uprising gave him ample opportunity to be a differ-
ent kind of judge. That event laid bare the bench’s collusion with police 
and prosecutors. Judicial conduct during the uprising illustrated that 
police brutality could not stand without the support of judges. At the 
outset, Wayne County prosecutor William Cahalan signaled to the Re-
corder’s Court his plan to arrest as many people as possible by authoriz-
ing 98 percent of warrants requested, including thousands who were 
charged with looting despite a lack of evidence. His office also failed to 
reject what were in fact hundreds of illegal arrests for curfew violations. 
The city’s original curfew proclamation did not stipulate that breaking 
the curfew would result in a misdemeanor charge. Yet police made cur-
few arrests illegally anyway, Cahalan processed the warrants, and most 
judges chose to detain those individuals.24

Cahalan explicitly requested that judges impose high bails— up to ten 
thousand dollars— to keep “off the streets” the seventy- two hundred in-
dividuals arrested during the week- long revolt. Executive Judge Vincent 
Brennan did him one better by urging his peers to set bails up to twenty- 
five thousand dollars. Most willingly complied. They systematically vio-
lated Eighth Amendment protections, failing to inquire into individual 
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circumstances such as community and employment ties, as well as prior 
offenses. The Michigan Law Review estimated that at least half of arrest-
ees were held on bonds exceeding ten thousand dollars, and its legal ob-
servers reported seeing a judge line up “fifteen or twenty unrepresented 
prisoners” to tell them they were all charged with looting and would 
each be held on ten thousand dollars’ bond. The judge then called the 
next group and said, “You heard what I said to them, the same applies 
to you.”25 Brennan even ordered the sheriff not to honor any bonds so 
that bail could be reviewed and, potentially, raised further.26 If by mid-
week some of Detroit still thought the bench acted independently, Judge 
Robert Colombo set them straight: “What we’re trying to do here is keep 
them off the streets. . . . In a way we’re doing what the police didn’t do.”27

To Crockett, the bench’s actions constituted a “wholesale denial of the 
constitutional rights of virtually everyone who was arrested during that 
disturbance.”28 It was perhaps the clearest example of the way judges en-
acted a Jim Crow judiciary— the way they perpetuated it through their 
protection of police brutality and police and prosecutorial corruption. 
In their violations of Fifth, Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Amendment 
rights, Crockett’s peers refused to draw on the full arsenal of due process 
protections for black and poor defendants. As just one indication of the 
corruption in the criminal justice system during the uprising, by spring 
of 1968, with half of the thirty- two hundred “looting” cases cleared, 60 
percent had resulted in dismissal and only two of the original charges 
had resulted in convictions.29

Crockett refused to be drafted into their efforts. In response to Bren-
nan’s request that judges impose bails of twenty- five thousand dollars, 
Crockett reminded his colleagues that they had a duty to uphold protec-
tions for reasonable bail: “I intend to exercise that responsibility.” While 
ten Recorder’s Court judges disallowed legal representatives in their 
courtrooms, Crockett took up an offer of legal advice from the Office of 
Economic Opportunity– funded Neighborhood Legal Services. Its mem-
bers interviewed defendants and used phones that Crockett had brought 
in to verify information that could not be ascertained from missing case 
files. Crockett thus individualized bail levels. He released roughly one 
in ten prisoners who came before him on their own recognizance; an 
estimated six out of ten saw bail levels of two thousand dollars or less. 
Crockett’s bail levels that week never exceeded five thousand dollars, 
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which he applied in a handful of cases. He also threatened to hold the 
sheriff in contempt of court if he did not honor bail bonds.30

Though he later admitted that, even as the “lowest in the Court,” his 
bails “still were much higher than they should have been,” he spoke 
out against the “high bail policy.”31 Hundreds of innocent people, he 
said, had been “separated from their unknowing families and jobs and 
incarcerated in our maximum security detention facilities . . . without 
benefit of counsel, without an examination, and without even the sem-
blance of a trial.”32 “Racist?” he posed: “Try to imagine what our system 
of justice— and those who administer it— would have required if these 
defendants had been white or rich. Hundreds of cases can be cited to 
show that for such defendants personal recognizance would be the only 
requirement for their immediate release.”33

Crockett’s own actions met with praise from many black Detroiters, 
the Michigan Law Review, and the Detroit Free Press. In May 1968, the 
Michigan Law Review published a scathing report of judicial conduct 
during the uprising but consistently singled out Crockett as a justice 
who prioritized due process rights.34 This report prompted the Free Press 
to admit that “Judge Crockett proved that even under trying circum-
stances it was possible for the courts to be what they ought to be.”35

Crockett’s judicial integrity was the reason del Rio and Franklin 
turned to him a year and a half following the uprising— Sunday, March 
30, the morning following the New Bethel shoot- in. Arriving at the pre-
cinct, he discovered that police still had not brought charges and that, 
though those being detained had not yet been able to make phone calls, 
police had begun fingerprinting and administering nitrate tests. Police 
had not granted detainees recourse to legal counsel nor made them 
aware of their right to counsel. Meeting with Police Commissioner Jo-
hannes Spreen, Crockett discovered that police did not even have a list 
of those detained. This he demanded, as well as an improvised court-
room and a prosecutor. He would begin habeas corpus hearings in the 
station itself.36

Throughout that morning and into the afternoon, police and pros-
ecution released 130 individuals against whom they had no evidence. 
Prosecutor Cahalan wanted nine of the remaining individuals to be de-
tained as “key suspects,” including some individuals whose nitrate tests 
produced positive results. In a move that become hotly contested and 
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woefully misunderstood— the decision around which much contro-
versy would swirl— Crockett ordered their release because, he argued, 
the nitrate tests had been unconstitutional. Indeed, denying counsel to 
all those arrested, let alone conducting nitrate tests on individuals who 
had been held incommunicado, constituted violations of the Supreme 
Court’s recent Miranda ruling, he asserted. To Crockett, that decision 
had been “drastic” but vital to “stop[ping] police from running rough-
shod over the rights of the accused.”37 Almost as if to prove his point, 
Cahalan ordered the rearrest of one person, James Wheeler. Crockett 
fired back, ordering Cahalan to appear later in court to show why he 
should not be held in contempt.38

Beginning immediately and lasting throughout the month, conserva-
tive forces mounted a campaign against Crockett. They perpetuated the 
erroneous claim that Crockett had released nearly all the prisoners. The 
DPOA and the white daily Detroit News charged that Crockett had acted 
out of step with the law and aided Worobec and Czapaski’s shooters. The 
Detroit News had long been criticizing Crockett’s judicial conduct, par-
ticularly what it saw as Crockett’s habit of providing light sentences to 
black defendants.39 It framed the New Bethel events as another example 
of Crockett’s misjudgments and gave little space to the question of po-
lice misconduct. “Police Fear Crockett Ruined Hunt for Killer,” ran one 
front- page headline. It seemed likely that Crockett “stretched his own 
authority beyond its legal boundary” in “his haste to release the prison-
ers,” the paper opined. It called for “an investigation into Judge Crockett’s 
conduct by the state judicial tenure commission.”40 In the week follow-
ing the events, the News criticized black leaders for not condemning the 
RNA or Crockett’s actions, compared the RNA to the Ku Klux Klan, and 
insisted that Crockett saw himself as an “advocate” for black defendants. 
A cartoon it ran called “Next Case” pictured the release of several milita-
rized militants— suited and booted in fatigues and berets— right under a 
judge’s (Crockett’s) apathetic nose; a prosecutor (Cahalan) looks aghast. 
Racism had nothing to do with the actions taken by police at the church 
or police station, the News maintained; it was Crockett who turned the 
whole affair into a race war.41

Meanwhile, police groups sought Crockett’s removal from the bench, 
portraying him as in cahoots with black “militants.” A few days after 
the habeas corpus hearings, off- duty officers and their families picketed 
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outside the Recorder’s Court building, their placards reading, “Crocket 
Justice? Release killers. Prosecute prosecutors. Give license to kill police-
men.” Their petitions called for investigations into Crockett’s conduct, 
alleging that he “conspired with known revolutionaries who planned the 
overthrow of the government.”42 The DPOA twice ran a full- page adver-
tisement in the Detroit News that claimed to provide “the complete story 
of the assassination of patrolman Czapski.” They accused Crockett of 
barring press from the habeas corpus proceedings at the police station, 
producing a writ on legally faulty grounds, and demonstrating a history 
of bias in support of black defendants. “Justice that is either all Black 
or all White,” the ad concluded, “is not justice at all.”43 By the middle 
of April, the DPOA had mounted a campaign to see Crockett removed 
from office on grounds of “gross misconduct . . . persistent failure to 
perform his duties . . . and conduct clearly prejudicial to the administra-
tion of justice.”44

Anti- Crockett forces were aided by the tamer criticisms of white mod-
erates and public officials who, rather than charge bias, minimized the 
racialized dimensions of the events. Mayor Cavanagh backed the police 
and claimed that their actions ensured that another riot did not occur— 
apparently forgetting that the 1967 uprising began with the mass arrest 
of black Detroiters. He joined Governor Milliken and several Michigan 
State lawmakers in calling for the newly formed Judicial Tenure Com-
mission to investigate Crockett, which it did starting in mid- April. One 
congressman from Detroit, Representative E. D. O’Brien, called for 
Crockett’s outright removal from the bench.45 The Motor City’s other 
white daily, the Detroit Free Press, similarly supported police actions. 
More measured in tone than the News, it called the RNA “an irratio-
nal extremist group,” asserted that Crockett did not act in accordance 
with “standard” procedures, and claimed that Crockett had impeded 
the police’s investigation (though not irrevocably).46 Disregarding the 
DPD’s history of wrongfully arresting black Detroiters, the Free Press 
concluded that “the question of capricious or unnecessary arrest has 
been bothering civilized men for a long time,” but that was no excuse 
for Crockett’s actions.47

Thus, while conservative forces tended to blame all of black Detroit— 
for allowing for the creation of an “extremist” group like the RNA, for 
not condemning Crockett’s actions, or for being Crockett— moderates 
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lamented the RNA’s existence but focused blame on Crockett’s “hasty” 
and unorthodox judicial conduct. Common to both camps, though, 
were practices necessary to the maintenance of a Jim Crow judiciary: 
taking the police at their word, presuming that the role of the judge 
is to support the police, and assuming bias, if not blatant deceit, on 
the part of African Americans. Hence, as Crockett later pointed out, 
it took several days before any media outlet actually “requested a copy 
of my certified report of the habeas corpus proceedings.”48 Likewise, as 
angry citizens penned letters to New Detroit— the organization that was 
founded after the 1967 uprising and that sought to bridge the growing 
divide over Crockett— they persistently backed the DPD and assumed 
no legal grounding for Crockett’s actions. One sarcastic note scoffed, 
“I’m sure the policeman must have been wrong. They always are though 
time and time again they give their lives in the line of duty.”49 Another 
called Crockett “a menace to the general public” who “carried out a per-
sonal vendetta against the police.”50

That the police might have acted illegally, that they fired so many 
rounds at innocent people (and into a place of worship), and that black 
Detroiters had constitutional rights that could have been violated— 
these notions garnered little research, let alone press or sympathy from 
much of white Detroit. Crockett’s actions were so out of step with the 
longstanding custom of judges enacting the will of police and prosecu-
tors that many white Detroiters assumed he was waging an antipolice 
crusade.

And yet, as immediately as Crockett’s detractors swung into action, 
his supporters organized to defend him. Foremost in their minds were 
the failures of the police and courts during the uprising that led them 
to fight their own battles for justice. “A sizeable delegation represent-
ing Detroit’s Black community,” Crockett wrote, “protest[ed] against 
the flagrant denials of their civil rights and liberties,” adding pressure 
that ultimately caused the Recorder’s Court to release most of the upris-
ing’s detainees on personal bonds.51 Black Detroiters had taken justice 
into their own hands when police killed three young black men— Carl 
Cooper, Aubrey Pollard, and Fred Temple— at the Algiers Motel during 
the uprising. Because the state initially refused to indict the officers in-
volved, local activists like SNCC staffer and city employee Dan Aldridge 
set up a People’s Tribunal, in which a jury and the public were invited 
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to hear evidence and judge the guilt or innocence of the DPD. Held a 
month after the uprising with an audience in the thousands, the people’s 
jury found the officers guilty. Black Detroiters had a history of fighting 
for equal justice, and they valued Crockett. As the RNA’s defense attor-
ney, Kenneth Cockrel, contended, “We don’t have independent judiciary 
in [Recorder’s Court]. Probably the only one we got is Judge Crockett.”52

The RNA and Reverend Franklin wasted no time in speaking out 
about the events. Both made statements to the press on March 31, the 
day after the habeas corpus hearings. Franklin censured the “slanted” 
journalism, stating that it “results in giving the white community a dis-
torted and misleading view of the black community which . . . add[s] to 
the many brutal experiences that the black community has suffered.”53 
He reconfirmed his belief in the RNA’s legitimacy, saying he would lend 
his church to the group again.54 Meanwhile, at the RNA press confer-
ence, Gaidi Obadele criticized Mayor Cavanagh for accepting the po-
lice officers’ version of events. He took issue with the notion that it was 
police who had been endangered and asked, “What about those black 
women and children who were assaulted in a Christian church?” Not 
only did he reveal that the RNA believed that police had provoked a gun 
battle outside of New Bethel but he also insinuated government sur-
veillance of the group when he announced that they “suspect[ed] some 
planning” on the part of police beforehand.55 While many Detroiters 
scoffed at the idea, a later Senate investigation revealed that the group 
had indeed been infiltrated and that there was undercover law enforce-
ment in the church at the time of the mass arrest.56

For a few days, Judge Crockett stayed quiet— in no small part because 
threats against his life mounted and he had to be put under police pro-
tection (which would be necessary for months).57 Four days after the ha-
beas corpus proceedings, Crockett broke his silence in a powerful press 
statement. Correcting the many errors in journalists’ accounts, he went 
over the facts of the case and stressed that prosecutors had moved to 
release nearly all the arrestees. When it came to the question of the pros-
ecution’s desire to hold several men on the grounds of positive nitrate 
tests, he reiterated that constitutional rights took priority: “I am most 
anxious that criminals be apprehended, tried and brought to justice. But 
I will not lend my office to practices which subvert legal processes and 
deny justice to some because they are poor or black.”58 He defended his 
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actions as “legal, proper and moral” and made clear that the unconsti-
tutional practices against black defendants had gone on for so long that 
his very upholding of rights provoked a backlash:

Indeed, it is precisely because I followed the law, equally and without 
partiality, that questions and accusations are being raised. . . . An angry 
prosecutor [Cahalan], lacking police evidence or testimony which might 
produce a probable suspect, and resentful that ordinary and undemocratic 
police practices were challenged, chose to divert public attention to Judge 
Crockett. And some of the media, particularly the Detroit News, picked up 
that lead and began their campaign to help the police and the Prosecutor’s 
office continue their efforts to dominate and control the courts.59

Crockett concluded by reminding his audience of the double standard by 
which constitutional rights were applied: “Can you imagine the Detroit 
Police invading an all- white church and rounding up everyone in sight 
to be bussed to a wholesale lockup in a police garage? . . . Can anyone 
explain in other than racist terms the shooting by police into a closed 
and surrounded church? If the killing had occurred in a white neighbor-
hood, I believe the sequence of events would have been far different.”60 
Crockett’s press statement, thus, highlighted multiple practices that con-
stituted a Jim Crow judiciary: the normatively “undemocratic” behavior 
of police that was ignored by judges who were expected to work with 
prosecutors and police in ways that limited black defendants’ due pro-
cess rights. As Ernie Goodman recollected, Crockett’s statement was 
so powerful because “he pulled away the façade of impartiality which 
shielded the legal system.”61

What Crockett was less explicit about in his press statement but 
later made clear was that his own blackness worked to condemn him. 
“[T]hey also got upset,” Crockett told an Ebony reporter, “because a 
black judge had protected the rights of black people.”62 Indeed, attacks 
on constitutionally minded black jurists persisted in the 1960s and ’70s. 
In 1965, as a new appointee on Chicago’s criminal courts, Judge George 
Leighton, stood accused of being prejudiced against police after he ruled 
that two Mexican men could not be found guilty of resisting arrest by 
plainclothes police because the police had used excessive force. Leighton 
weathered pressures that presaged Crockett’s: aided by the white press, 
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police called for Leighton’s removal from the bench while state legisla-
tors sought to impeach him.63 Amid great pressure, he maintained his 
position: “Why if I give in now, especially since I am right, no other 
Negro judge in Chicago would be safe from having his every decision re-
garding white people reversed by the Chicago Tribune and that crowd.”64

In the early 1970s, New York police began calling Judge Bruce Wright 
“Turn ‘Em Loose Bruce” after he defied the Manhattan district attorney’s 
suggestion of one hundred thousand dollars’ bail in the case of Joseph 
Grutolla, who stood accused of shooting a policeman. The DA, Wright 
said, “presented no evidence that the defendant would fail to appear on 
any adjourned date.”65 Wright set bail at five hundred dollars; police 
called for his removal from the bench. When, on appeal, a white judge 
set a bail that Grutolla could also meet, “not a whisper of protest was 
heard from the police,” wrote Wright.66

Racist double standards and easy charges of racial bias account for 
some of the backlash experienced by judges like Crockett, Leighton, and 
Wright. Yet, these judges were also targeted because notions of guilt and 
innocence had been rewritten in the context of a criminal court sys-
tem that put “efficiency” above due process rights. Across the country, 
criminal courts had generally not expanded in line with the spike in 
crime throughout the 1960s. Judges felt this squeeze in terms of career 
progression: they might be able to move up the judicial hierarchy if they 
ran “efficient” courtrooms.67 To do so, however, meant forsaking due 
process rights in this, the era of the “due process revolution.” Through-
out the 1960s, the Supreme Court shored up criminal defendants’ rights 
in myriad ways, including guarantees that police read arrested persons 
their rights and assurances against unlawful search and seizure. Simul-
taneously, however, judges enacted what ethnographer Nicole Gonza-
lez Van Cleve refers to as “due process for the undeserving”— practices 
that flattened due process rights like the right to a jury trial and instead 
emphasized plea bargaining as a way to “efficiently” dispose of cases.68 
Indeed, it was in the 1960s that the guilty plea came into wide use; legal 
scholar Donald Newman’s landmark 1966 book Conviction showed that 
90 percent of those convicted of a crime plea bargained.69 Judges di-
rectly contributed to pressures to plea and waive rights to jury trials. 
Recorder’s Court judges gave little time to cases, hearing 40 percent of 
them in less than three minutes and 80 percent in less than ten minutes. 
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Boston judges were found to “threaten a higher sentence if [a] defen-
dant appeal[ed]” their decision.70 These and other forms of judicial mis-
conduct led citizens to tell Kerner Commission interviewers that courts 
“dispense[d] ‘assembly line’ justice.”71 When judges like Crockett slowed 
down the court system by, for instance, observing Miranda rights, they 
demonstrated that it was possible to run courts differently and yield 
equal justice.

Crockett’s supporters understood this well and did not waste a minute 
defending him. New Detroit’s newly appointed president, William Pat-
rick, wrote privately to Crockett, “Your insistence on the full utilization 
of the law as a servant of this community in a time of great stress was 
remarkable. I think you may well have spared our community of most 
disastrous consequences as a result of your forthright stand.” Mean-
while, from his position in the Michigan State Senate, Coleman Young 
condemned the resolutions being introduced to investigate Crockett’s 
actions, referring to the effort as “a Senate lynching session.”72 Claudia 
Morcom, Neighborhood Legal Services director, headed a Committee 
to Honor Judge Crockett. It gathered signatures for a support statement 
and printed “Support Judge Crockett” bumper stickers.73 For his part, 
Representative del Rio provided an “eyewitness” account and reprinted 
the entire transcript from the court proceedings.74

A mass mobilization joined these distinguished supporters, the Black 
United Front (BUF). Formed on April 1— two days after the habeas cor-
pus hearings— BUF consisted of over forty local groups aiming to mount 
“a concerted drive against police oppression.”75 Coming together were 
organizations as diverse as churches, the League of Revolutionary Black 
Workers, the Detroit Black Panthers, and the Guardians— Black Police 
Officers for Equal Justice. They appointed as acting chairman Dan Al-
dridge, who said the group would take aim at a criminal justice system 
run by police and prosecutors: “This solidarity of Black citizens stems 
from the indignation at the continued demonstration of racism not only 
on the part of members of the police department but on the part of the 
Prosecutor in his attempt to usurp the authority of Judge Crockett.”76 
BUF ensured that Crockett’s detractors did not dominate street protest. 
When off- duty officers picketed with their anti- Crockett signs, student 
groups countered with placards that read “Justice Is Judge Crockett” and 
“Black People Need Crockett.”77 On April 3— the day prior to the one- 
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year anniversary of MLK’s assassination— BUF brought supporters out 
in the hundreds, including many high school students who had staged 
walkouts, to demonstrate outside the Recorder’s Court building. To bet-
ter highlight the significance of police support for Crockett, the Guard-
ians held a separate rally at Kennedy Square a few blocks away.78

Significantly, a critical mass of white supporters leapt to Crockett’s 
defense. People Against Racism (PAR) was a party to BUF’s April 3 
demonstration, as was the Ad Hoc Action Group. Founded by future 
Detroit City councilwoman Sheila Murphy, Ad Hoc’s white suburban-
ite membership originally came together as a police watchdog group in 
1968.79 As the controversy whipped up, Ad Hoc partnered with PAR to 
maintain white pressure on the police. The two groups distributed fly-
ers pointing out that, during the uprising, it was Prosecutor Cahalan 
who suspended constitutional rights by asking judges to exact high bails, 
while the DPD’s history of criminality was clear: “The people of Detroit 
remember the Algiers execution.”

As with Franklin’s statement, the BUF demonstration, and other 
black- led efforts, prejudiced and erroneous media reporting proved a 
key rallying point for Crockett’s white supporters. PAR quickly drew up 
a report on the first week’s coverage of the “New Bethel Incident” within 
the pages of the News and Free Press. Entitled Mass Media, a Racist Insti-
tution, it charged the dailies with “unquestioning support of the police” 
and demonizing the RNA. The News’ longstanding “vendetta” against 
Crockett meant that, over the years, it purposely “created the impression 
that he has ‘flooded’ the streets of Detroit with known criminals.” The re-
port concluded that white Detroit had shown itself incapable of address-
ing the city’s history of unequal justice for black Detroit: “In short, when 
it comes to crimes against black people, whites have traditionally been 
totally paralyzed in administering punishment against themselves.”80

Crockett’s supporters did their own reporting, too. The South End, 
the Wayne State University newspaper that had been taken over by radi-
cals like Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement member John Watson, 
gave over its entire April 3 issue to the events and “reprinted statements 
from all sides, including those of Crockett, del Rio, Franklin, the DPOA, 
and anti- Crockett reporters.”81 Both it and the Michigan Chronicle, the 
Detroit- based black weekly, remained diligent in their coverage. Mean-
while, two largely white faith- based groups decided a television pro-
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gram could serve as an additional, crucial medium. They worked with 
the local public television station to put together an hour- long special 
on Crockett and the New Bethel case— and they did it in a hurry. The 
special aired the evening of Monday, April 7, a mere nine days on from 
the mass arrest.82

* * *

In the end, Crockett’s actions were widely, if not always enthusiasti-
cally, proclaimed appropriate and legal. A number of legal associations, 
including the National Lawyer’s Guild and the Wolverine Bar Associa-
tion (an organization of black attorneys), declared Crockett’s actions 
constitutional.83 By mid- April, the Free Press expressed “regret” that both 
it and the News had erred in their reporting.84 Soon after, the mayoral 
office’s Commission on Community Relations released its report on the 
events, which, without clearly backing Crockett, slammed the actions of 
the police: “The DPOA premises of ‘support law and order and remove 
George Crockett’ have emerged to symbolize the spect[er] of the police 
state and paramilitary government of a colonial people.”85 Then, on 
April 25, New Detroit’s Law Committee issued a report that found that 
Crockett’s actions could not be read with “even the slightest implication 
of incompetence or impropriety.”86 Later on in the year, in a close 5– 4 
decision, the Michigan Judicial Tenure Commission put the matter to 
rest: Crockett was in the right. Much of the initial turmoil died down on 
the back of so much prominent support for Crockett— and as attention 
shifted to the two trials stemming from Czapski’s and Worobec’s shoot-
ings. Upstart defense attorney Kenneth Cockrel, who “repeatedly tried to 
push the city’s legal system to its progressive limits,” often by going on the 
“offensive,” eventually saw to the acquittals of all four defendants: Alfred 
2X, Kirkwood Hall, Raphael Viera, and Chaka Fuller.87

Those few, tempestuous weeks did not temper Crockett’s denuncia-
tions of unequal justice; nor did they alter his judicial conduct. When 
former vice president Spiro Agnew got off lightly for tax evasion in Oc-
tober 1973, Crockett declined to sentence a defendant with jail time, 
stating, “I really don’t feel like giving any time to anybody this morn-
ing when I see what the judge down in Maryland did with respect to 
[Agnew]. . . . Those who are rich enough to get high- priced counsel and 
influence the court, they get away with just a tap on the hand. Someone 
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like [the defendant in front of him], if you don’t throw the book at him 
then you’re accused of being soft.”88

It would be his decisions with the New Bethel arrestees, though, that 
most clearly demonstrated the contours of the nation’s Jim Crow judi-
ciary: a court system that surrendered its independence in the service of 
prosecutors and police, producing unequal adherence to constitutional 
rights and highly racialized outcomes. Crockett and his supporters used 
the attack on him to shine a light on this segregated system, for to do so 
was necessary for the northern black freedom movement. When it was 
expected that judges would dispense Jim Crow justice by treating the 
court as the enforcement arm of the state, black defendants were denied 
their constitutional rights, prisons were crammed with black bodies, and 
Black Power groups were gunned down in houses of worship.

Crockett was attacked because he maintained his independence from 
police and prosecutors, because he assumed the Constitution’s univer-
sal application, and because he did both while being black. Crockett 
felt that, as a black judge, he had been entrusted with a difficult but 
important duty. “I think a black judge, by nature,” he said, “in this his-
torical period has got to be a reformist— he cannot be a member of 
the club. The whole purpose for selecting him is that the people are 
dissatisfied with the status quo and they may want him to shake it up, 
and his role is to shake it up.”89 Crockett did not see the courts as a site 
in which America’s mistakes and inequalities were filtered out; he did 
not count on his peers on the bench to purify the North or the South 
of racism. He understood that the decisions taken by himself and some 
other northern black judges would be unpopular, even put them in 
danger. But he worked in the knowledge that “the shame of the whole 
judicial system”— the nation’s history of unequal justice for African 
Americans— required a different kind of judiciary. He demonstrated 
what kind of independent judiciary was possible.
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“We’ve Been behind the Scenes”

Project Equality and Fair Employment in 1970s Milwaukee

Crystal Marie Moten

On May 25, 1971, Gloria Watkins submitted a formal complaint to 
the Wisconsin Department of Industry, Labor, and Human Relations 
(DILHR) accusing her employer, the Milwaukee County Department 
of Welfare, and her union, the American Federation of State, County, 
and Municipal Employees Local 594, of racial discrimination. Watkins, 
an African American woman, had been hired in 1968 as a general case-
worker with the Department of Welfare. After more than a year on the 
job, Watkins heard of a job opening for a more specialized caseworker 
position, one that had a reduced caseload, but that allowed workers to 
give more attention to individual cases. Because there would be no pay 
increase, and Watkins had the necessary experience and qualifications 
for the job, she figured the transfer process would be fairly simple and 
straightforward. She was wrong. Watkins submitted her transfer request 
in April 1969, and by November her supervisor still had not approved 
the transfer, although the requests of three white caseworkers, who had 
submitted their requests after Watkins and who had less seniority, had 
been approved by May 1969. Through February of 1970, Watkins’s super-
visor continued to transfer white workers and ignore Watkins’s request.

Frustrated by this, Watkins filed a grievance with her union, but the 
union refused to fully process the complaint. Undeterred, Watkins sub-
mitted an official complaint to the DILHR that accused both her union 
and the Milwaukee County Department of Welfare of racial discrim-
ination. Six months after Watkins filed her complaint, but before the 
DILHR heard the case, the Milwaukee County Department of Welfare 
transferred Watkins to her requested position. Despite this, Watkins did 
not rescind her complaint, and her case was heard by the DILHR. At 
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the hearing, examiners dismissed Watkins’s case, stating that her recent 
transfer nullified any claims of alleged discrimination. After the case 
was dismissed, Watkins appealed and the case went to the circuit court 
of Dane County and eventually the Wisconsin Supreme Court, which 
did not rule in her favor.1 The Wisconsin Supreme Court sided with the 
DILHR, arguing that the body did not need to hear the case since Wat-
kins eventually received the job transfer she requested.

Watkins’s case was representative of the employment experiences of 
black workers in Milwaukee and the urban North. By the late 1960s, as 
a result of the legal breakthroughs of the civil rights movement, some 
black workers were able to obtain jobs in sectors that had previously 
been closed to them. However, once on the job, they endured racist and 
discriminatory treatment from supervisors and coworkers who saw 
them as inferior and unqualified, and, as a result, devalued their labor. 
Black workers relied on the state of Wisconsin’s fair employment appa-
ratus, which was an outgrowth of President Roosevelt’s 1941 Executive 
Order 8802 and the resulting federal Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (FEPC), to submit formal complaints regarding their treat-
ment. This process rarely resulted in economic justice for black work-
ers because with no federal, or many times local, funding allocated, the 
FEPC had little enforcement power. While some workers across the 
country benefited from the national FEPC and its local equivalents, 
widespread employment discrimination continued.2

The case of Gloria Watkins disrupts historical and historiographical 
narratives about economic- justice activism in the urban North. When 
we usually think of employment discrimination in the urban North, 
particularly in the cities of America’s industrial heartland, the typical 
stories that are told revolve around organized factory workers agitating 
for worker rights. The workers in these stories are, by default, men, and 
their actions become the typical way of understanding worker activism 
in the urban industrial North.3 However, this narrative erases the ex-
periences of black women workers as well as the work they were doing 
to combat racism in the workplace. In many cases, their activism was 
neither flashy nor immediately successful. It resembled Gloria Watkins’s 
experience— a mixture of triumph and challenge.

The employment struggles and activism of women like Gloria Wat-
kins often go unnoticed, but much can be learned from examining the 
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responses of women like her. Gloria Watkins’s experiences at the Mil-
waukee County Department of Welfare reflect the nature of Jim Crow 
employment discrimination in the city. Because of her race, the Depart-
ment of Welfare refused to transfer her to a position with more respon-
sibility, flexibility, and impact; instead, it reserved those prized positions 
for white caseworkers. The department knew it had been engaging in 
discriminatory practices, and when faced with a complaint and possible 
repercussions, it transferred Watkins to her desired position in order 
to invalidate her claims and silence her. This was exactly how Jim Crow 
employment discrimination operated in the North. Some employers 
could say they hired black employees, but they restricted these employ-
ees to the least desirable jobs; outright harassed them; and refused to 
promote them. When black workers dared raise their voices or sub-
mit complaints, they were subjected to an arduous investigation pro-
cess that ultimately found no fault with the business or company being 
investigated— thus simultaneously hiding and perpetuating structural 
employment discrimination. This was precisely why activists devised 
new strategies to both expose and eradicate structural employment 
discrimination.

In the Milwaukee context, activists established a local chapter of Proj-
ect Equality (PE), a private, nonprofit organization that aimed to address 
systematic racial inequality in urban employment. Organized nation-
wide in 1965, PE was brought by activists to Milwaukee in 1970 after 
civil rights activists saw its success in persuading employers to adopt 
affirmative action practices, which would address racial discrimination 
and in turn increase the number of workers of color. From its inception 
in Milwaukee until the early 2000s, black women ran the office. Bring-
ing PE into the story of worker rights and economic justice disrupts the 
narrative that defines economic justice as an exclusively male domain, 
especially in the urban, northern, Milwaukee context.

In the beginning, Project Equality started out as a Catholic social ac-
tion program but grew into an interreligious program that provided an 
opening for black women to take the lead in matters of economic justice, 
especially in the Milwaukee office. The program’s main focus was to urge 
Catholics to use their immense buying power for economic justice. The 
primary tool PE used was its popular Buyer’s Guide. The Buyer’s Guide 
could be described as a compendium, a Yellow Pages of sorts, of compa-
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nies across the nation committed to affirmative action. PE encouraged 
its Catholic constituents to only use the Buyer’s Guide when purchasing 
goods or services. Companies as large as national airlines, hotels, and 
department stores could be included in the Guide, if they had an active 
affirmative action policy. On the local level, smaller businesses and firms 
could be included if they affirmed fair employment practices and certi-
fied this with a local office. In short, the national popularity and reach 
of the Buyer’s Guide, coupled with the buying power of Catholics across 
the nation, second only to that of the federal government, made it so 
that no company wanted to be left out of the annual publication. Thirty 
million members had access to the Guide, and by 1970, Project Equal-
ity had twenty local offices in urban areas across the nation and had 
expanded its religious reach to include Protestant churches, as well as 
synagogues across the country. The Wisconsin office, with its headquar-
ters in Milwaukee, would go on to be one of the longest- running offices 
in the nation, a testament to the tenacity of the primarily black female 
activists who ran the office and the intractable nature of employment 
injustice in the city.

This chapter illuminates the nature of Jim Crow employment, how 
businesses and the state were implicated in the perpetuation of employ-
ment discrimination, and what some black activists did to combat it. 
Focusing on the work of Project Equality Wisconsin (PE- W), which 
ultimately was a quintessential affirmative action program, shows how 
entrenched Jim Crow was (and continues to be). Instead of focusing on 
the individual experiences of racism workers experienced, PE- W’s goal 
was to eliminate the deeply entrenched structural and systematic em-
ployment discrimination that lay at the core of the corporate world. PE’s 
goals were to generate compliance, create accountability, and promote 
equality— goals that the state employment agency had but could not 
fulfill. Project Equality became a fruitful mouthpiece for economic jus-
tice, especially because it was also armed with the national Buyer’s Guide 
and a local Wisconsin supplement, which proved to be an effective tool 
in pressuring companies to comply with affirmative action standards. 
On the local level, through the work of the executive director, who pro-
vided the day- to- day leadership of the office, PE- W aimed to expose 
how employment discrimination was embedded in the structure of most 
Milwaukee- area businesses. PE did this through its administrative com-
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pliance process and through the education it provided in its monthly 
newsletters. PE worked well on the local level because of its intentional 
self- definition as a nonantagonistic, cooperative, affirmative- action 
management- consulting firm. PE assisted businesses in complying with 
the law before being threatened with a complaint or with noncompli-
ance by the federal government.

Although PE described itself as “friendly” and “cooperative,” the 
black women who ran the PE- W office did the work of exposing the 
nature of Jim Crow in the North, especially as it related to employ-
ment discrimination. Part of this work was bringing to light the false 
ideas that bolstered racial inequality in the jobs economy. Supposedly, a 
“culture of poverty” developed among black city dwellers as a result of 
their maladjustment to urban, northern city life.4 The behaviors of black 
people and not structural discrimination were the reason black people 
could not rise above urban poverty and join the ranks of the American 
middle class. Employers’ belief in these ideas meant that they assigned 
black workers the hardest and dirtiest jobs, while providing few train-
ing opportunities and little to no chance of advancement. For so long, 
businesses placed the blame on black workers for their employment dif-
ficulties, but the black women who ran the PE- W office sought to change 
the narrative surrounding black workers in the city. In essence, PE- W 
put the onus on businesses and employers as they insisted that it was 
the responsibility of businesses to change their beliefs and policies sur-
rounding black workers.

The story of PE has not been fully told, mostly because employment 
justice still remains elusive, but examining the liberal activism of PE mat-
ters. Whereas the state’s equal employment office reacted by responding 
to employment complaints only if they were filed, PE was proactive and 
aimed to help employers address and eliminate employment discrimina-
tion before the state needed to step in. Additionally, examining PE and 
the black women who led the office in Milwaukee highlights the nature 
of black women’s economic activism in the urban North. Their organiz-
ing did not always result in tremendous media attention. Yet, day by day, 
they engaged in the slow, tedious work that they believed would help 
chip away the walls of injustice. For example, Betty Thompson, one of 
the executive directors of PE- W, knew that the work she did was often 
“behind the scenes,” and slow, but she knew that it was important, not 
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because it was always successful but because it endeavored to shift the 
narrative surrounding employment injustice in the city.

Despite the work of the black women of Project Equality– Wisconsin, 
African Americans continued to face employment difficulties in the 
city and the state. By the 1980s, as the toll of deindustrialization and 
a recession set in, this toppled an already- precarious black working 
class. Tens of thousands of jobs disappeared from the city, replaced 
by lower- paid service jobs. PE’s leaders recognized this and continued 
with its message of employment justice— a message that remained rel-
evant as the employment outlook worsened for people of color in the 
city in the 1980s and 1990s.

The Struggle for Fair Employment in a Jim Crow Northern City

The struggle for fair employment has long roots in Wisconsin. By the 
mid- 1940s, the state passed state laws and created state- level bodies 
to address employment discrimination in the state. In 1945, the Wis-
consin state legislature passed the state’s first fair employment law, 
which banned discrimination in employment on the basis of race, 
color, national origin, or ancestry. In addition to the fair employment 
legislation, the governor of Wisconsin, Walter S. Goodland, created 
the Governor’s Commission on Human Rights, which functioned as 
a special body, but had no funding or paid staff. Still, the mission of 
the commission was to dedicate “all our energies to the elimination of 
all discriminatory practices,” as well as “to sustain with vigor the free 
exercise of human rights by all people everywhere.”5 In 1965, Wiscon-
sin expanded its Fair Employment Practices Division (FEDP) to the 
Equal Opportunities Division in order to administer Wisconsin’s newly 
passed fair housing law. By 1967, the state consolidated the work of the 
Governor’s Commission on Human Rights and the Equal Opportuni-
ties Division into the Equal Rights Division, which became responsible 
for administering state law as it related to discrimination wherever it 
occurred and in whatever form.

Despite Wisconsin’s lengthy history in attempting to address employ-
ment discrimination, African Americans rightly believed that the state 
law “had no teeth,” especially since little changed for black workers in 
the state. In fact, in 1957 Virginia Huebner, the director of the Employ-
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ment Practices Division, told the Milwaukee Defender, “[W]hile resis-
tance to the principles of fair employment practices in Wisconsin may 
be decreasing, nevertheless, the actual practice of discrimination in em-
ployment because of race, creed, color, national origin or ancestry has 
not, in the same degree, lessened.”6 Over a decade after its existence, the 
Fair Employment Practices Act had no power. Democratic congressman 
Henry S. Reuss, a member of the Governor’s Commission on Human 
Rights, said as much on a public radio broadcast. “The present law,” 
Reuss asserted, “actually permits discrimination in employment against 
Negroes. The court can do no more than interpret the law. It is the Re-
publican dominated legislature which is to blame for having an unen-
forceable [fair employment] act on the books.”7

Despite a Fair Employment Practices law on the books, employers 
blatantly discriminated against, intimidated, or harassed African Ameri-
cans because they knew they would not face any repercussions. Edris 
Washington’s story is a prime example.8 In 1958, Washington filed a 
complaint with the Milwaukee Urban League regarding her experiences 
at the law offices of Bass and Goldstein. Eighteen- year- old Edris Wash-
ington heard of a clerical job at the firm and sought employment. After 
an initial positive interview, Washington was hired and told to report to 
work. When she arrived to work, she reported to Goldstein, her supervi-
sor. In her official complaint, Washington noted that Goldstein was “in 
another office apparently dressing.” She went into another room until 
he finished, and afterwards he called her into his office where he, once 
again, explained to her what the duties of the job would be, information 
she had received in her initial interview. In addition to recounting in-
formation she had already been told, Washington wrote, he spoke to her 
“in some detail of his rape and illegitimacy cases.” These remarks made 
Washington uncomfortable so she left his office to practice her skills 
on the office’s stenographic equipment. While she was working in the 
other room, Goldstein asked her to retrieve a paper towel from the la-
dies’ room, and when she entered his office, she realized he did not have 
on any clothes. In her complaint Washington noted that she ignored 
his state of undress and left his office. When he was dressed, Goldstein 
called Washington back into his office to discuss the job duties again. 
During the meeting, Goldstein noticed that Washington was quiet. The 
meeting soon ended with Goldstein telling Washington to think more 
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about the job and that he would call her to follow up. After this, Wash-
ington left the office and never returned.

This horrific experience of sexual intimidation and harassment speaks 
to the intersectional experiences of African American working women 
in the labor force. Edris Washington went to the Milwaukee Urban 
League to register her complaint, and it was filed as a racial complaint. 
While there was no way to indicate sexual harassment, Washington was 
correct to read Goldstein’s tactics as employment intimidation. Wash-
ington’s decision not only to tell her story but also to have it certified 
by a notary public highlights that not all black women were bound by a 
culture of dissemblance that would have them remain silent in the face 
of sexual mistreatment.9 Unfortunately, the record is not clear regarding 
the Urban League’s response to this case. This case is significant, none-
theless, because it provides another layer to the employment- related in-
justice black women endured in Milwaukee’s labor force. Black women’s 
employment complaints abound in the record, and taken together they 
tell a story of exclusion and marginalization, but also resistance.10

Because many black workers like Edris Washington routinely went 
to the Urban League to lodge their complaints, in 1963, the FEPD part-
nered with the Milwaukee Urban League in an effort to bolster its ef-
forts against employment discrimination in the city.11 Local Congress 
of Racial Equality (CORE) activists did not believe much would come 
from the partnership because of the state’s record up to that time.12 De-
spite the FEPD’s existence, neither local businesses nor local companies 
had been held accountable for discriminating against or harassing black 
workers and this, according to CORE activists, led African Americans 
to distrust the state’s work on behalf of fair employment.

While the state, at the very least, recognized the existence of employ-
ment discrimination, the city of Milwaukee crafted a narrative of Af-
rican American economic progress. Authorized by Milwaukee mayor 
Henry W. Maier in 1963, the Milwaukee Commission on Community 
Relations published a short report, “The Negro in Milwaukee: Progress 
and Portent, 1863– 1963.”13 The report, a succinctly packaged narrative 
of progress, claimed that the status of African Americans had improved 
nationwide during the hundred years since the passage of the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation. The report, divided into two sections, “The Nation” 
and “Milwaukee,” used “statistics [to] tell the heartwarming story” of Af-
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rican American advancement. Data related to life expectancy, employ-
ment, political representation, and education proved the central claim of 
the report: “America has made great strides toward true racial equality.” 
While the report contended that life for African Americans across the 
nation had substantially improved, could the same be said for African 
Americans in Milwaukee?

According to the report, African Americans in Milwaukee enjoyed 
access where it mattered most: employment. African Americans worked 
in “practically every type of occupation, practically every industry, and 
in practically all categories of general employment.” Comparing 1950 to 
1960, the commission used census data to illustrate the increased num-
ber of African American engineers, teachers, nurses, technicians, crafts-
men, and those employed in industry. For example, in 1950, there were 
177 African American professional and technical workers compared to 
704 in 1960. There were 264 clerical workers in 1950 and 997 in 1960. 
Similarly, there were 626 craft workers in 1950 and nearly three times as 
many in 1960. The number of manufacturing operators doubled, from 
a little over 3,000 to around 6,700. In addition to increased employ-
ment opportunities, the report also described progress in politics— there 
were African American members of the state assembly, a member of 
the Common Council, and a member of the school board, all from Mil-
waukee. Additionally, seven African Americans served on city boards, 
commissions, and committees. Patting itself on the back, the report also 
noted the eighty- five African Americans employed by the city. “We can 
be proud of our record,” the report concluded.

A closer look at these raw numbers indicates a major flaw— the num-
bers did not take into account the dramatic 187% increase in the African 
American population that occurred between 1950 and 1960. Taking this 
into account, for example, the paltry jump from one African Ameri-
can engineer in 1950 to seventeen in 1960 was not progressive at all. 
African Americans remained underrepresented in all employment cat-
egories. Milwaukee’s employment record was nothing to be proud of, 
but the report told a different story. Building upon the fiction of Afri-
can American progress in employment, the report then failed to make 
connections between lack of quality housing opportunities and a failing 
public education system. The report hid structural inequality, racism, 
and discrimination in language that minimized the responsibility of the 
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state while highlighting the responsibility of individuals to “maintain 
good citizenship.” The report concluded that the city “must realize that 
Negroes of low income, still unaccustomed to life in a Northern city, do 
not have a long heritage of culture and an ethical tradition on which to 
build their lives.”14 The report effectively blamed African Americans for 
the racial and economic inequality they experienced— inequality that 
was built into the very fabric of the urban industrial landscape.

African Americans workers understood this and utilized the black 
press to tell their stories of employment discrimination. In January 1970, 
one of Milwaukee’s African American weekly newspapers, the Greater 
Milwaukee Star, headlined the story of L. C. Tyars, who believed he was 
unfairly fired from Allen- Bradley, one of the city’s largest manufactur-
ing companies. Allen- Bradley Company, which specialized in industrial 
controls and electronic components, was well known for its hostile rela-
tions with African Americans in the city. Over the preceding decade, 
black community leaders tried to pressure the company to increase the 
number of blacks it hired. By the mid- 1960s, the company only em-
ployed one hundred African Americans out of six thousand workers. In 
1968, the NAACP Youth Council Commandos, along with a coalition 
of Hispanic activists, protested racial discrimination at the company. 
While Allen- Bradley and the Youth Council came to an agreement that 
Allen- Bradley would hire more people of color, some felt the agreement 
had not gone far enough. Well- known civil rights activist Father James 
Groppi believed that while Allen- Bradley said it would hire more blacks 
and Hispanics, the community should not trust this without some form 
of accountability.15 Two years later, the case of L. C. Tyars illustrated that 
the problem of employment in Milwaukee was not only that African 
Americans were not being hired but also that they were being unfairly 
fired, as well as badly mistreated on the job.

After being fired from the company, Tyars went to the black press to 
tell his story. The Star ran the story on its front page, describing Tyars 
as “reacting like a man to extreme provocation.”16 According to Tyars, 
on January 6, he came back from his lunch break and was reprimanded 
by a white coworker, Robert Walszak. Although Walszak had no more 
seniority than Tyars, Walszak argued with Tyars about arriving back late 
from his lunch break. Tyars told Walszak to leave him alone and take his 
complaints to their supervisor, but Walszak refused, escalating the con-
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frontation with abusive language. At this point, Tyars pushed Walszak, 
and he finally retreated. Soon after, the foreman called Tyars to his office 
and fired him. After going to the Star’s office, Tyars filled out a complaint 
with his union steward and contacted the NAACP.

According to the Star article, Robert Walszak only received a written 
warning for his behavior while Tyars, “a black man, who was wounded 
three times in Viet Nam, is without a job for being a man.” Tyars com-
mented, “It looks like the company gets rid of Black employees by hav-
ing a man harassed to a boiling point. I feel after all I went through in 
Vietnam, I’m entitled to more than this.” After a three- week grievance 
process, and as a result of pressure from the press and the NAACP, and 
with the union’s support, Allen- Bradley rehired L. C. Tyars. The union 
was not able to compel the company to give Tyars back pay for the un-
fair firing. Unhappy about this outcome, Tyars did not press the issue 
because he understood the nature of Jim Crow employment in the city: 
“[T]he company knew I needed money,” he said, “and figured I’d have 
to be satisfied with things as they are.”17 Tyars’s comment regarding the 
incident further exposed the insidious nature of Jim Crow employment 
in the city. Not only were black workers expected to accept intimidation 
from white workers; they were also expected to stay in their place, which 
was beneath white workers. Any attempt to disrupt this hierarchy led 
to termination. Like many veterans, Tyars thought his military service 
would earn him rights and status upon his return. He was sadly mis-
taken and stated, “It’s hard for me to understand the wounds I suffered 
in Vietnam, when I come back and face this. Allen- Bradley cuts off my 
pay, while permitting the white employee to go right on earning the God 
almighty dollar.”

Vietnam veteran L. C. Tyars’s experience at Allen- Bradley illustrates 
what was common knowledge to black workers in the city: Jim Crow 
permeated the labor market and affected employment on a structural 
level. Workers hired by one of the city’s many manufacturing companies 
went so far as to describe work in the industrial labor force as a “caste 
system” or as a “master- slave” relationship.18 African American work-
ers had the lowest status with no way to progress. Even white work-
ers who had the same job titles as black workers believed they were 
superior to black workers, as illustrated by the case of L. C. Tyars. Jim 
Crow’s insistence on keeping black workers at the bottom of the work-
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force meant that although manufacturing work paid more than jobs in 
the city’s service industry, black workers could not climb the ranks into 
higher positions, which would increase their earning power. Two re-
ports, published in the late 1960s, illuminate the employment landscape 
for African Americans in the city. The 1968 Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Report, published by the state’s Department of Industry, Labor, 
and Human Relations, found that the majority of African Americans 
in the workforce labored as semiskilled operatives, unskilled general 
laborers, or service workers.19 In a survey of over five hundred compa-
nies in Milwaukee County, the report also revealed that 98 percent of 
the managerial and professional force at these firms was white. African 
Americans accounted for less than 1 percent of the managerial and pro-
fessional rank. A 1969 report published by researchers from the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin– Madison and sponsored by the Office of Education 
at the Bureau of Research in Washington, DC, found that “the reality of 
employment for blacks in Milwaukee remains bleak. . . . Job opportuni-
ties seem to be limited to low- paying, low- status, dead- end jobs.”20

Project Equality in Wisconsin

In the 1970s, as illustrated by the examples above, racial discrimination 
and intimidation in employment remained entrenched after decades 
of struggle. African American workers knew they did not have allies 
in either big companies or the state. Therefore, when the private, reli-
gious organization Project Equality emerged on the scene and gained 
early success in large urban areas such as Detroit and Saint Louis, activ-
ists in Milwaukee decided to try the program in their locale. Although 
PE- Wisconsin’s initial Board of Directors consisted of white men, they 
understood the importance of African American leadership for the state 
office and hired African American civil rights activist Helen I. Barn-
hill as the office’s first executive director. Prior to working with PE- W, 
Barnhill served as executive secretary for the Milwaukee Citizens for 
Equal Opportunity (MCEO), which was a civil rights organization that 
focused on fair housing. Her work with MCEO led to a job with the 
Wisconsin Equal Rights Division, where she investigated instances of 
housing discrimination. Barnhill had also worked with the Milwaukee 
Urban League as a counselor. In this position, she assisted working- class 
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families with their housing needs. By the time she began work in 1970 as 
PE- W’s executive director, she was well known in the community.

The heart of Project Equality was a concern about discrimination in 
employment, and its organizers thought that the best way to tackle em-
ployment discrimination was to target employers. Additionally, because 
federal and state equal employment commissions were backlogged with 
complaints, PE served as a voluntary nonprofit compliance organization. 
PE developed a compliance review that determined whether a business 
or organization had a proactive antidiscrimination, affirmative action 
employment process. It was not enough to simply have an equal employ-
ment clause on an application or job description; because employment 
discrimination was structural, companies had to identify concrete steps 
to rectify economic injustice. Any business that signed on with Project 
Equality agreed to an annual compliance review and also received sup-
port from local PE offices to help implement their affirmative action 
plans. This commitment allowed PE- W to publish information about 
the company in the national Buyer’s Guide and its local supplement. A 
company did not have to be in perfect standing to be listed in the Buyer’s 
Guide; it simply had to make a commitment to the annual compliance 
review process and make continual progress toward equal employment.

Helen Barnhill laid the foundation for PE- W as its first executive 
director. The executive director was responsible for guiding the daily 
activities of the office, representing PE- W on the local, regional, and 
national levels, as well as developing and offering affirmative action 
training workshops. Most importantly, however the executive director 
played a large role in undertaking compliance reviews, which deter-
mined whether companies were making sufficient progress toward their 
affirmative action goals. The results of these compliance reviews deter-
mined whether companies would be included in the national annual 
buyer’s guide. Compliance reviews took two forms: the desk audit and 
the site visit. With the desk audit, companies sent Project Equality the 
necessary documents that would allow the organization to determine 
whether the company was equal- employment- opportunity compliant. 
Documents included the company’s “affirmative action plan, including 
goals and timetables; work force report, which breaks down the total 
number of employees by race sex, and job level; log of applicants; equal 
employment opportunity policy statement; list of resources used for 
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hiring; copies of tests used; job application forms; purchasing policy; 
advertising materials; employee handbooks; union contracts; benefit 
statements; and any other items the company feels have relevance to 
their total EEO stance.”21 If the results of the desk audit uncovered major 
areas of noncompliance, then a site visit would be scheduled to develop 
a plan of action. The PE compliance review officer would meet with the 
owner of the company if it was a small business, or executive manage-
ment if it was a larger firm. After the site visit, PE would make explicit 
recommendations and provide the company with a timeline for achiev-
ing the recommendations. Upon making successful progress, the com-
pany could then be listed in the Buyer’s Guide.

The Buyer’s Guide was PE’s ultimate tool in encouraging Christians 
to push for affirmative action through their consumer choices. Samuel 
Wong, associate executive secretary of the United Methodist Church’s 
Commission on Religion and Race, wrote, “[I]f buyers are intentional 
about equality, they will examine the employment practices of their sup-
pliers and do business with firms that share their commitment to equal 
employment practices.” “Equality,” Wong felt, was “everybody’s busi-
ness.” Christian consumers could make their “mission follow [their] 
money” by writing to their suppliers to request that they participate 
in Project Equality. After participating in the compliance process, they 
could join the thousands of businesses nationwide in the Buyer’s Guide, 
which would then be sent to over two dozen religious denominations 
representing thirty million members.22

Although the executive director ultimately answered to a Board of 
Directors, she set the agenda for the local office. By 1973, Helen Barnhill 
resigned as executive director, and after hiring a temporary executive 
director for one year, the Board of Directors hired Betty Jean Thompson, 
an African American woman who grew up in Milwaukee. Thompson’s 
belief in equal employment for all people of color and her Christian 
faith prompted her to join PE- W in 1973. In the PE- W newsletter an-
nouncing her new position, she wrote, “Employment opportunity for 
all minorities is one of the principle starting points in the struggle for 
liberation from oppression.”23 Growing up in segregated Milwaukee, on 
the predominantly African American north side, Thompson knew her 
family was “poor materially, but not spiritually.”24 It was this belief that 
prompted her to get involved with demonstrations for open housing led 
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by the NAACP Youth Council and Father James Groppi in 1967.25 After 
her involvement in these direct- action campaigns, she worked for the 
Council of Urban Life until she started as deputy director of Project 
Equality of Wisconsin. Years later, Thompson reflected on the impor-
tance of her work— work that had been characterized as “low- key” and 
“slow.”26 She insisted, “It would be far worse if we were not here. . . . We 
have put out fires, we’ve been behind the scenes, we’ve met with youth 
groups, we’ve talked to employers.”27

PE- W’s work with the Madison Public Schools (MPS) illustrates the 
slow process PE- W engaged in to bring companies into compliance with 
equal employment opportunity laws. PE- W’s work with MPS began 
under Helen I. Barnhill’s tenure in 1971 and continued through Betty 
Thompson’s tenure. In 1971, George Shands, a social studies teacher at 
East High School in Madison, along with some of his students, investi-
gated the Madison Public School System. They focused their research 
on MPS’s policies on hiring, purchasing, and construction contracts, 
concluded that MPS policies regarding affirmative action could be 
“strengthened,” and contacted the Equal Opportunities Commission. 

Figure 10.1. Cover of 1972 Project Equality Buyer’s Guide (image courtesy of Depart-
ment of Special Collections and University Archives, Marquette University Libraries, 
Project Equality, Incorporated Records).
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After learning that the office was interested but busy working with the 
City of Madison on its affirmative action programs, the EOC recom-
mended Helen Barnhill and Project Equality. After months of conver-
sations and meetings, in July 1972, the MPS School Board approved of 
implementing an affirmative action plan. Several months later, in Feb-
ruary of 1973, the board selected Project Equality to develop the pro-
gram.28 After PE won the contract “because of its excellence and skilled 
organization,” its work began in earnest.

In the process of coming to an agreement with Project Equality, the 
Madison Public School System had to come to terms with the structural 
discrimination that was exposed by Shand and his students. The agree-
ment between MPS and Project Equality explicitly stated MPS’s shortfalls. 
Although MPS had a generic commitment, via a written policy, to equal 
opportunity in employment, the policy’s implementation had not resulted 
in “significant numbers of minority and women employees throughout 
all levels of the school system.”29 PE found this typically to be the case 
with most businesses and organizations that crafted unspecific policies 
to comply with the federal legislation but then put no money, resources, 
or procedures behind policy enforcement. As a result of MPS and PE’s 
partnership, PE suggested policy changes and designed procedures for the 
implementation of equal opportunity policy. PE also agreed to train MPS 
employees on equal employment policy and procedure as well as lead 
workshops on the topic. In terms of the contracts MPS held with external 
suppliers, PE suggested the school system review the current contracts to 
determine whether the suppliers that MPS hired had equal employment 
practices.30 Over the next several years, the PE office helped MPS revise 
its policy, write up procedure, disseminate this knowledge to its staff, and 
implement an affirmative action program. In 1975, the funds ran dry and 
MPS concluded its formal consulting relationship with PE. MPS remained 
a PE partner, however, and continued to be listed in the national Buyer’s 
Guide because of its cooperation with its local PE office.31

A Blueprint for Economic Justice

In addition to working with organizations, like the Madison Public 
Schools, to reach equal opportunity compliance, Project Equality also 
expended much energy on its educational program, which consisted 
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of workshops and training opportunities, as well as its frequent 
newsletter. Workshops offered by PE included topics such as human 
awareness, sexism, racism, assertiveness, and conflict management. 
Additionally, businesses could request training programs specific to 
their organizational needs. PE- W, including the executive director, 
administered these workshops in addition to carrying out the daily 
tasks of the office.

More than anything, however, it was the PE- W newsletter that laid 
out the organization’s vision for economic justice. The newsletter, which 
PE- W published every other month or so, featured local and national 
PE news, guest editorials, and a “Letter from the Executive Director.” 
At the beginning of her tenure as executive director, the tone of Betty 
Thompson’s letters was informative in nature; however, as the years pro-
gressed and the need for equal employment opportunity became even 
more acute, Thompson’s letters became more urgent and spelled out her 
blueprint for economic justice. In the tradition of black women intel-
lectual activists, Thompson used her pen and her position to imagine a 
new world economic order, one in which, as she states, “[T]he right to a 
decent job for every citizen who wishes to work is at the very foundation 
of a viable, free and open society.”32 In addition to equal employment 
opportunity, Thompson’s blueprint for economic justice included a focus 
on and understanding of the ways in which the past, history, affected the 
present. In her editorials, Thompson continually reminded her readers 
of the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow. Understanding history was key in 
creating a new economic order.

Additionally, Thompson was not afraid to call out racism and name 
prejudice as the stumbling blocks in creating a new, just society. She 
urged supporters of PE to let their higher power be a spiritual com-
pass in directing their efforts toward economic justice. Racism and dis-
crimination, ultimately, were sins. Thompson also expanded the idea 
of who should be involved in economic- justice work— she stressed that 
this work was not just the work of black activists but for everyday peo-
ple. “Civil rights,” according to Thompson, was not “just for blacks or 
for other minorities. Black men and women as well as white men and 
women need saving.” Therefore, everyone, especially white Christians, 
should get involved. Finally, Thompson’s blueprint for economic jus-
tice meant changing structures and breaking patterns of discrimination 



276 | Crystal Marie Moten

using new methods. While each of her letters varied in its structure, 
taken together, they laid out her vision for a world where each person 
had equal opportunities, not only in employment but in life.

Betty Thompson became the executive director of PE- W in 1973, during 
the Black Power era, and after her own involvement in Milwaukee’s civil 
rights struggle. While civil rights activists fought for rights and equality, 
a crucial aspect of the freedom struggle was consciousness raising. This 
process included becoming aware of African American history and the ef-
fects of racism. Thompson devoted a portion of her column to this task. In 
one letter, she made the clear connection between the United States’ racist 
past and its unjust present. She stated, “When one observes the American 
scene today, one sees, as have countless observers, that the possibility of 
such human development and fulfillment is not equally available to all 
our citizens. This is most true, of course, of those whom we call minori-
ties, black, brown, red, yellow, etc. The barriers they face in their inspira-
tion and striving to be fully human have long, historical and shameful 
roots. These roots go deep into our racist past and still flourish in our not 
so open but still powerful racist present.”33 For Thompson, the only way 
to achieve economic justice was to uncover and recognize the historical 
roots of racism, roots that contributed to the disease of inequality blacks 
experienced in her day. Thompson wanted her readers to “acknowledge 
some of society’s mistakes” because, ultimately, she believed that “in order 
for us to assure that Justice no longer waits on the scaffold while Injustice 
sits on its throne, the voice of PE members, the prophets and the churches 
will have to end their silence.”34

Four years into her tenure as executive director, Thompson attended 
PE’s annual meeting in Indianapolis, Indiana. She returned to Milwau-
kee on a mission, with Acts 17:6 as her guiding principle— “these men 
and women have turned the world upside down.” Turning the world up-
side down is what Thompson believed PE- W could do. In the letter she 
wrote that recounted her time at the annual meeting, she made clear her 
ideas about PE’s functions. To her, PE was a catalyst. It was “an element 
whose presence causes a reaction or change. We are called on to make 
a difference in structures which affect the lives of people. PE is a cata-
lyst for justice in employment.”35 The goal of PE, Thompson asserted, 
was “systemic change— to be as revolutionary as Scripture— to make a 
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difference in people’s lives, in patterns of behavior, through purchasing 
patterns and employment systems.”36

Betty Thompson worked hard to encourage everyday people to “be-
come as revolutionary as the scriptures.”37 She told her readers, “If ev-
eryday people don’t demand that all members of a society are brought to 
share in society’s benefits, then government, social agencies, the press, 
and the ‘church’ will have no social impulses either, and the suffering 
will continue.”38 Demanding equality for all, getting “on the right side of 
the world revolution,” according to Thompson, meant that the “nation 
must undergo a radical revolution of values” and “begin to shift from a 
‘thing- oriented’ society to a ‘people- oriented’ society.” Making this shift 
meant that Christians, everyday people, had “a moral duty to refuse to 
cooperate with evil” and to make a commitment to “not spend our dol-
lars where peoplehood and personhood are not respected.”39 Yes, PE- W 
was an economic- justice measure, but its struggle for economic justice 
revolved around the needs of a group of people who for so long were 
thought to be less than human and not worthy of being included in the 
human family.

In many of her letters, Thompson took care to show how the dis-
eases of discrimination dehumanized African Americans. In one letter, 
Thompson invited her readers to “do a ‘Turn Around’ experience in 
awareness for change.” In her letter, she told them to imagine that what 
they were reading was true and reasonable:

Imagine that you are reading the paper. You read that whites are un-
employed at twice the rates of blacks. Whites are 75% of the prison 
populations. Blacks are over 95% of those enrolled in medical schools. 
Whites— that feeling of being in the minority! Doesn’t society know that 
three- fourths of the world is white? You are conditioned to be inferior. 
You are the minority! And how often are you reminded . . . white is fright, 
yellow is mellow, brown is sound, Black is where it’s at!

When you attempt to buy a house in a seemingly peaceful Black neigh-
borhood, you are given the run- around by Black realtors, and the Black 
bank makes it difficult for you to get a loan. Your new Black neighbors 
first resist you, then ignore you, and notes are left in your mailbox with 
the word “Honky” written on them. You begin receiving obscene and 
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threatening phone calls. You can’t believe it! In 1980! Finally, you are left 
alone, but you notice, “For Sale” signs across the street and on either side 
of you. Your neighbors tell you they are moving because their homes are 
too small, or their families are too big. You begin to hurt real bad. “Why 
was I born a white?”

Thompson knew that for some, this “turn- around” experience would 
seem crazy, but that was the intent, to illustrate the irrational nature 
of exclusion and discrimination in an attempt to expose the everyday 
experiences of African Americans and other people of color. Thompson 
used exercises like this to continually educate white Christians and make 
them aware of the social, economic, and psychic toll it took being black 
in the United States.

Betty Thompson’s vision for a new economic order started with af-
firmative action and fair employment, but it centered on relationship 

Figure 10.2. PE- W staff in 1978, left to right, Charlene Faiola, Betty Thompson, and 
Linda Peterson (image courtesy of Department of Special Collections and University 
Archives, Marquette University Libraries, Project Equality of Wisconsin Records).
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and redemption. Thompson knew that the only way to achieve the equal 
rights African Americans deserved was through changing hearts and 
minds. Her over thirty years of experience showed her that the law could 
not transform people. It would take, according to Thompson, “increased 
knowledge and personal contact with individuals different from our-
selves . . . to improve many of the conditions of a racist society.”40 In 
her dealings with the business community, it was Thompson’s personal 
mission to bring about a radical transformation in each of the business-
people she encountered. This was her life’s work, labor that she contin-
ued until her retirement in 2002.

Betty Thompson’s work with PE- W exemplifies the nature of black 
women’s economic- justice activism in the urban industrial North, es-
pecially after the direct- action- oriented activism of the 1960s. Black 
women like Thompson understood that the law could only take black 
people so far. While PE- W prided itself on its amicable relationships 
with businesses and employers, it also articulated the idea that discrimi-
nation was both bad for business and un- Christian. New research by 
historians is shining a spotlight on the strategic, intellectual activism of 
black women, showing not only how black women acted and organized 
but also how they shaped the circulation of ideas.41 This is what Betty 
Thompson and countless other black women did, and even though the 
work was hard, they continued.

Conclusion

Jim Crow employment discrimination, bolstered by the everyday actions 
and inactions of employers and businesses, as well as slow- moving state 
bureaucracies, hid in plain sight in the urban North. This is why organi-
zations like PE- W were necessary— and ultimately unsuccessful. PE- W 
aimed to simultaneously uncover the nature of Jim Crow employment 
discrimination and help move the dial forward toward employment 
and economic justice. This proved difficult, and by the 1980s, the coun-
try endured a recession, deindustrialization destroyed manufacturing 
jobs in the United States, and affirmative action and equal employment 
opportunity fell out of fashion. Still, Project Equality continued. While 
Project Equality was heralded on both the national and local levels for 
the success it achieved in cooperatively encouraging business to adopt 
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affirmative action practices, in truth, its mission could and would never 
be realized. In Milwaukee, specifically, over two thirds of the city’s 
industrial jobs disappeared between 1961 and 2001— PE was fighting a 
losing battle.42 As the manufacturing jobs left the city, so too did its 
white residents. During the same period, 1960– 2000s, three formerly 
rural counties near Milwaukee tripled in population as white residents 
fled the city.43 As a result of the conservative climate of the 1980s, when 
funds for social services ran dry, when crack flooded the city, and when 
dead- end service jobs could not fill the gap, widespread poverty engulfed 
African Americans in Milwaukee and further divided the city. To this 
day, Milwaukee is one of the most segregated cities in the nation.44

Project Equality asserted that economic justice should be a prior-
ity. Specifically, Betty Thompson realized, “We need each other for the 
larger struggle that looms on the horizon. Many do not realize that jobs, 
health services, housing, adequate income are not just desirable things 
that ought to be spread to as many people as convenience permits, but 
are everyone’s rights. And they won’t be enjoyed by all until they are 
acknowledged as rights to which all citizens are entitled.”45 Now, more 
than ever, Betty Thompson’s blueprint for economic justice is needed.
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The Media and H. Rap Brown

Friend or Foe of Jim Crow?

Peter B. Levy

Traditionally, historians have portrayed Jim Crow as a southern phenom-
enon, while simultaneously casting the national media, headquartered in 
the Northeast, as a vital ally in the fight for equal rights. Or as SNCC leg-
end John Lewis put it, “If it hadn’t been for the media . . . the civil rights 
movement would have been like a bird without wings, a choir without a 
song.” But what role did the national media play in the struggle against 
the Jim Crow North? Did it highlight stories and images that strength-
ened protests against racist practices and policies or paint these efforts 
in a negative light? By focusing on the New York Times’ and Washington 
Post’s coverage of SNCC chairperson H. Rap Brown in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s and contrasting it with that of the African American press, 
this essay will show that the national media was a friend, not a foe, of Jim 
Crow. From the moment he burst into the public limelight in late July 1967, 
these national newspapers as well as several of the nation’s most widely 
read magazines cast Brown, and by extension Black Power, which he came 
to symbolize, and the struggle against Jim Crow in the North, as violent in 
deed as well as in words, and as an illegitimate representative of the civil 
rights movement. Moreover, by downplaying Brown’s and his attorney’s 
warnings about the government’s worrisome attacks upon civil liberties, 
as well as his broader critique of the criminal justice system, the national 
media not only helped undermine the struggle against Jim Crow; it helped 
fuel the cry for “law and order” and the politics of white resentment, 
which in turn raises questions about the heroic role usually attributed to 
the national press in much of the recent literature.1

While this case study focuses on the press’s coverage of H. Rap Brown, 
it dovetails with Matt Delmont’s argument that the media played a seminal 



286 | Peter B. Levy

role in maintaining segregated schools, in particular, and Jim Crow, more 
broadly, in the North and the West. Deeply vested in seeing themselves 
and the northern metropolitan communities they represented as the polar 
opposite of the Jim Crow South, the reporters, editors, and publishers of 
the national press chose civility over civil rights when conflicts arose out 
of the lack of the latter in their own backyards.2 The major exception to 
this came, unsurprisingly, from the black press, an institution that existed 
in large part because of the prevalence of Jim Crow in the North, from 
segregated neighborhoods to lily- white press rooms, including at the na-
tion’s most liberal newspapers, such as the New York Times.3

Prior to the summer of 1967, Hubert Geroid Brown was unknown to 
most Americans. Born in in the fall of 1943 in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 
he earned the nickname “Rap” as a youth for his quick wit and oratorical 
skills— particularly as a player in the game of dozens, where he set his ver-
bal jabs to rhyme. As a student at Southern University in the early 1960s, 
he was introduced to the Non- Violent Action Group (NAG) by his older 
brother, Ed, a veteran of SNCC’s activities in the Deep South. Time spent 
in Mississippi during the summer of 1964, and then in rural Alabama, re-
inforced Brown’s Black Nationalist sentiments. But his activism garnered 
him virtually no media attention. The only exception came in the spring 
of 1965 when Drew Person reported that “Hubert Brown” had declared 
during a group meeting with the president that he did not care if White 
House protesters caused LBJ’s daughter to lose sleep at night because her 
problems paled in comparison to those faced by blacks in the South. And 
this sole mention of Brown’s name by the national press was buried in the 
middle of Person’s section C “Merry- Go- Round” column. (Brown later 
converted to Islam and changed his name to Jamil Al- Amin. For the pur-
poses of this paper, I will use the name H. Rap Brown.)4

Even after he assumed the leadership of SNCC in the spring of 1967, 
the press paid him little heed, maintaining its gaze on Brown’s predeces-
sor, Stokely Carmichael, who had popularized the slogan “Black Power” 
the summer before. The press reported without question SNCC’s state-
ment that Brown would tone down the group’s rhetoric and reconcen-
trate SNCC’s efforts on grassroots organizing, with Newsweek assuring 
its readers that Brown was “far less flammable [my emphasis]” than his 
predecessor. Mid- July 1967 stories on the Newark Black Power Confer-
ence, where Brown appeared, focused on LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka), 
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Stokely Carmichael, and Floyd McKissick. The article quoted McKissick 
and Jones extensively, Brown’s name only appearing in the caption of a 
photograph of the gathering.5

This quickly changed following Brown’s appearance on the night of 
July 24 in Cambridge, Maryland, where he declared, “[I]f this town don’t 
come around, this town should be burned down,” and where, in fact, 
a massive fire erupted. Over the course of the next two weeks, Brown 
appeared in over forty- nine stories in the Times and the Post, including 
thirteeen in which he made the front page. The Times’ headlines an-
nounced that Brown had “incited” a riot, was being “Hunted by [the] 
FBI,” and was urging blacks to “Get Guns.” The first full Times biogra-
phy of Brown asserted that he “had not left much doubt among whites, 
whom he usually refers to as ‘honkeys,’ as to where he stands on race 
relations,” noting that he had “urged 400 Negroes to ‘burn this town 
down’” and a few days later “exhorted a group of 100 Negroes” in Jersey 
City to “wage guerilla warfare.” In sum, America’s first introduction to 
Brown unequivocally cast him as an advocate of violence, as an oppo-
nent of integration, and as a betrayer of the fundamental principles of 
the modern fight against Jim Crow.6

Simultaneously, the press’s coverge of Brown reinforced the public’s be-
lief that radicals, not structural and institutional racism, had caused the 
nation’s riots. Reviewing its earlier coverage of Brown, the Times noted 
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that SNCC’s “Angry Rights Leader” had made similar inflammatory state-
ments in four riot- torn cities, Cincinnati, Houston, Montgomery, and 
Dayton. In a separate front- page story, the Times relayed the congres-
sional testimony of several city police chiefs, all of whom asserted that 
Brown had “incited rioting.” Most notably, the papers quoted chief of po-
lice Brice Kinnamon’s statement that Brown was “the sole [my emphasis] 
reason” for the riot in Cambridge. An editorial in the August 8 edition of 
the Times encapsulated its framing of Brown. Entiled “Verbal Fire Setters,” 
it noted that when Brown assumed the leadership of SNCC, Carmichael 
had uttered, “‘People will be happy to have me back when you hear from 
him— he’s a bad man.’” The editorial then stated that Carmichael had been 
right because “in three short months,” Brown had “hopscotched around 
the nation’s ghettos, preaching hate and violence and leaving ruin in his 
wake.”7 Likewise, stories in the Post led readers to believe that Brown had 
sparked the riots that had erupted in Detroit, because Brown, Cambridge, 
and Detroit often shared the same headlines, with the headline of the July 
27, 1967, Post reading, “Daylight Sniping Worsens in Detroit: Cambridge 
Riot Figure Seized Here,” without making clear where “here” was. The 
subheadlines of the story, “Troops and Police Battle Rifle Fire: Rap Brown 
Held on Fugitive Charge,” did not offer any clarification.8

The nation’s leading magazines echoed the Times’ and Post’s cover-
age. Time magazine’s headline rang out, “Cities: Man with a Match.” The 
article below began, “Last week Firebrand H. Rap Brown applied the 
match.” A separate Time magazine story on the Detroit riot contained a 
photograph of Brown speaking in Cambridge with the italicized caption, 
“‘That cop they stomped. Good. He’s dead.’” Why Brown’s photograph 
appeared in a story on Detroit remained unexplained, though the cap-
tion to his photograph suggested he had instigated the “stomping” of the 
policeman. Similarly, in an article entitled “The Firebrand,” Newsweek 
showed an angry- looking Brown, with dark sunglasses and a Band Aid 
above his left eye, captioned “Brown: ‘Burn America down.’” The article 
also pictured National Guardsmen marching through the smoke- filled 
ruins of “[t]his sick city.” The average reader easily could have missed 
the fact that the statement “This is a sick city” came from the mouth of 
Governor Agnew, not Brown. Likewise, Life magazine’s August 4, 1967, 
issue on the “Negro Revolt,” which included numerous horrifying pho-
tographs of Detroit aflame, displayed a photograph of H. Rap Brown 
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getting arrested in Alexandria, Virginia, with the caption “An advocate 
of arson who got caught” in extra- large font, which may have led readers 
to believe he had incited the riot in Detroit. While some stories probed 
the long- term causes of the turmoil of Cambridge rather than Brown’s 
culpability, these arguments were buried deep inside the newspapers 
and magazines.9

The photographs that accompanied these stories accentuated the 
public’s image of Brown, in particular, and Black Power, more generally, 
as representing a sharp rupture from the civil rights movement of old. 
Brown was usually adorned in a leather jacket, with sunglasses, a ban-
dage over his eye suggesting he had been in a gunfight, an “Afro” haircut, 
and a black beret. Often he was pictured waving his finger or shaking his 
fist. All of these images contrasted with the typical photograph of Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., which showed him wearing a preacher’s blue suit, 
sporting shortly cropped hair, and marching hand in hand with white 
ministers. While SNCC’s newspaper, the Movement, contained similar 
photographs, it also showed Brown in wire- rimmed glasses and posing 
in a bookstore next to photos of black artists and historic figures, sug-
gesting that he had a cerebral side, something the national papers never 
did. Moreover, the photographs in the national papers came with cap-
tions like “Violence is ‘as American as cherry pie,’” or similalry bombas-
tic statements that the accommanying articles failed to contextualize.10

Following this initial flurry of stories, coverage of Brown diminished. 
Yet he continued to make the news, particularly through the middle 
months of 1968, at which point the media began to focus much more 
on the Black Panther Party as the embodiment of Black Power and 
militancy. Throughout that time, the national press portrayed Brown 
as a dangerous criminal, who incited riots, bore arms, and defied the 
courts.11 Through a compendium of disconnected and relatively brief 
and nonanalytical stories, readers came to believe that the charges that 
Brown had incited a riot were unimpeachable and that he did not just 
advocate violence but practiced it as well.12 Shortly after he was released 
on bail for inciting a riot in Cambridge, the national papers published 
stories about Brown’s rearrest for illegal possession of a weapon. Notably, 
these stories failed to observe that Brown had never shot anyone or been 
convicted of committing any violence and that the illegal gun possession 
charge would never stand up in a court of law.13
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At the same time as the national press cherry- picked Brown’s fiery 
quotations, it ignored key aspects of his speeches and writings, most no-
tably his critiques of the Vietnam War and the criminal justice system. 
Beginning with his speech in Cambridge, Brown repeatedly argued that 
the United States’ actions in Southeast Asia demonstrated its hypocrisy. 
The United States, he observed, justified the use of violence abroad alleg-
edly in defense of freedom. Yet, at the same time, it characterized blacks 
who fought for freedom at home as outlaws. To make matters worse, 
Brown emphasized that the war was resulting in the disproportionate 
loss of black lives. Brown’s opposition to the war in Vietnam was part 
and parcel of his and SNCC’s broader critique of American imperialism, 
which included establishing an international committee, talking about 
itself as a “human rights” organization, and supporting the rights of Pal-
estinians, for which it was vilified by the national press (see below.) In 
terms of the criminal justice system, Brown joined other black militants, 
such as the Black Panther Party, in decrying police brutality. In doing so, 
Brown sought to place his critique of the criminal justice system within 
a broader theoretical framework, one that focused on the ways blacks 
had been and continued to be treated like subjects of colonialism.14

Instead of reporting on these parts of Brown’s public and written pre-
sentations, the national press emphasized Brown’s ostensible sympathy 
for communist regimes, his purported antisemitism, and his differ-
ences with the mainstream civil rights movement. The Times went out 
of its way to use the words of Jewish and black Americans to criticize 
Brown, perhaps because it felt this lent more legitimacy to its claims. 
For instance, in an August 1, 1967, piece, the Times quoted the relatively 
unknown Robert Magnum, who was black, declaring that Brown “cer-
tainly” did not “speak for members of his family or friends” who lived 
in Harlem. The Times did not follow up this assertion nor did it ever 
quote Magnum again.15 Likewise, when SNCC defended the rights of 
Palestinians, the Times quoted representatives of the Jewish commu-
nity declaring that SNCC, under Carmichael and H. Rap Brown, had 
“now irrevocably joined the anti- Semitic American Nazi party and the 
Ku Klux Klan as an apostle of racism in the United States.” Numerous 
scholars have studied the relationship between blacks and Jews, includ-
ing SNCC’s alleged antisemitism, and we lack the space to rehash their 
findings. Yet it is worthwhile quoting scholar Clayborne Carson’s exten-
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sive examination of this subject. Carson writes that at the time, “[F]or 
many Jews, there was no proper way for blacks to condemn Israel,” and 
the national press displayed no willingness to allow Brown and SNCC 
to break from the liberal consensus that antisemitism and anti- Zionism 
were one and the same.16

One important exception to this general treatment of Brown came 
from the pen of Staughton Lynd, a colleague of Brown’s. In its September 
10, 1967, issue of the Sunday New York Times Magazine, Lynd sought to 
place Brown’s rise within the context of the history of the New Left and 
the hypocrisy of the government’s claim that it was fighting for free-
dom in Vietnam while simultaneously refusing to protect the freedom 
of blacks in the Deep South.17 Yet, the Times made clear that Lynd’s 
views were his alone. It did so by following up Lynd’s piece with sixteen 
negative stories on Brown, including several that linked Brown to a riot 
in East St. Louis and school clashes in New York City. The Times also 
printed a series of letters to the editor that lambasted Lynd’s story. This 
reportage culminated with a lengthy piece by veteran Times reporter 
Walter Goodman that singled out Brown for the failure of the New Poli-
tics convention to build a bridge between the New Left and liberals.18

This is not to argue that Brown did not have a penchant for making 
fiery statements. Yet, we need to recognize the difference between words 
and deeds. Brown may have declared at the beginning of his speech in 
Cambridge that the town should be burned down, but in reality he did 
not light a match, fire a gun, or loot stores, and he cautioned against burn-
ing up “your own stuff.” As National Guard general George Gelston made 
clear in testimony to the Senate Judiciary Committee, both Cambridge 
chief of police Brice Kinnamon and the national press had distorted what 
had actually taken place. A fire had not erupted immediately following 
Brown’s speech, which, as Gelston testified, was one of the reasons he 
had ordered his troops to stand down two hours after Brown concluded 
his address.19 Consistent with its preference for the sensational, and for 
words over deeds, the New York Times did not cover Gelston’s testimony, 
and the Washington Post highlighted Dorchester County’s state’s attorney 
William Yates’s statement that Gelston’s claims were false rather than his 
testimony itself.20 The placement of the Post’s articles further reflected its 
lack of balance. Whereas stories that raised questions about Brown’s guilt 
were buried deep in the first section or in the B or C sections, pieces on 
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Brown’s arrest and militant pronouncements appeared on the front page 
and received far more column inches.21

Similarly, the press misrepresented Brown’s statement, “Violence is as 
American as cherry pie,” ignoring the context in which it was made. 
Brown made the statement at a press conference in reference to President 
Johnson’s creation of the Kerner Commission. Brown “scoffed” at the idea 
of creating a commission on the grounds that “the causes of the riots were 
a mystery. ‘Rebellions are caused by conditions,’” he asserted. “[V]iolence 
is as American as Cherry Pie.” Put somewhat differently, Brown’s pro-
nouncement was more an observation of fact than an advocacy of vio-
lence, as the papers implied.22 When the Kerner Commission issued its 
report, Brown jibed that its authors should be thrown in jail because they 
had said essentially the same thing he had been saying for months.

Nor did the national press contemplate the possibility that Brown’s 
rhetoric, like Malcolm X’s and many other Black Nationalists’, was pro-
vocative because of the self- congratulatory veneer of liberalism, includ-
ing, as noted above, the press’s own underreporting on the extent of 
racism in its own backyard and its unsympathetic coverage of a variety 
of black radicals. The New York Times, he declared, is “one of the biggest 
pieces of white nationalism in the country.” Along with the rest of the 
national media, it told black people that Malcolm X, Muhammad Ali, 
and Adam Clayton Powell were ”bad” people, or “uppity niggers.” Why, 
Brown rhetorically inquired? Because it sought to maintain the system 
rather than fundamentally alter it. Put somewhat differently, Brown’s 
fiery rhetoric grew out of his distrust of the press as an accurate and 
sympathetic voice in the fight against Jim Crow, especially in the North. 
Black activists delivered what one scholar has termed modern jeremi-
ads because they believed it was the only way they could challenge the 
assumption that Jim Crow was a southern rather than a national phe-
nomenon. Along the same lines, the national press failed to consider 
that Brown did not seek to incite black- on- white violence but rather to 
empower blacks by enhancing pride and solidarity.23

Moreover, rather than admit that it had erred in its coverage of Brown, 
the press downplayed reports that he had not caused Cambridge’s riot. 
In early March 1968, staff members of the Kerner Commission leaked an 
internal memo that revealed that Cambridge had not experienced a riot 
but only a “low level disturbance.” The same memo presented a detailed 
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timeline of the events that followed Brown’s speech, which undermined 
the claim that rioting occurred immediately after his address. Both the 
Times and the Post released stories on this leaked memo. Yet, the Times 
buried its story deep in its paper, and the Post incorrectly stated that 
the “report contain[ed] little documentation of the events . . . that had 
not been previously published.” Moreover, the Times highlighted the 
Kerner Commission’s disavowal of this “draft,” quoting verbatim com-
mission spokesperson Alvin Spivak’s assertion that it was only a “very 
preliminary” report, “kind of a trial run on a method for conducting the 
inquiry.” Neither paper mentioned the memo again or noted that the 
commission’s final report strangely omitted any discussion of the Cam-
bridge’s 1967 riot (not counting footnotes) even though the city was one 
of less than two dozen out of over one hundred that had received intense 
scrutiny by its investigators.24

Concomitantly, the media forfeited an opportunity to use Brown’s 
story to raise public awareness about the state’s efforts to silence him 
and other advocates of Black Power. It lent little credence to William 
Kunstler’s assertion that “[n]o other contemporary American dissenter” 
faced such “vindictive and unrelenting efforts to destroy him.” And it 
failed to print an equally powerful claim made by one of his other at-
torneys, Arthur Kinoy, that the government’s goal was never to get a 
conviction. Rather, Kinoy proclaimed, it hoped to create an “atmosphere 
of fear and paralysis . . . so that the well- springs of social action can’t 
move in a directed form.”25

In 1973, Brown was sentenced to five to fifteen years for armed robbery 
and assaulting a police officer. William Kunstler, among others, forcefully 
argued that Brown’s conviction was influenced by the negative press he 
had received all along. Ultimately, federal and state prosecutors dropped 
all riot- related charges against Brown. Yet, by the time these charges were 
dropped, Brown and much of the Black Power movement had, as Kinoy 
predicted, been effectively suppressed. Not surprisingly, the national press 
spent litle energy on the decision to drop the riot charge. The Montgom-
ery Sentinel, a small suburban newspaper, not the Times or the Post, broke 
the story that the state never had enough evidence to prosecute Brown for 
inciting a riot, according to a Maryland district attorney.26

To further appreciate the degree to which the national press was a 
friend rather than a foe of Jim Crow in the North, one need look no fur-
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ther than the black press, which during the same time period presented 
a much more nuanced view of Brown. In its first issue following the 
“riot” in Cambridge, Baltimore Afro- American reporter George Collins 
emphasized police chief Brice Kinnamon’s responsibility for the fire, not 
Brown’s, as well as the city’s racist history. Follow- up stories in the black 
press focused on Brown’s legal travails, or what the Chicago Defender 
termed his “legal lynching” rather than his fiery words.27 The black press 
also proved far more willing to contextualize Brown’s rhetoric than the 
national media. When Afro- American reporters asked Gloria Richard-
son, the long- time leader of the civil rights movement in Cambridge, to 
comment upon Brown’s speech, she emphasized that Brown and other 
militant leaders were “voicing the needs of the black community” and 
“if officials can’t listen to the people articulating these needs, then we 
really are in trouble.”28 She also pointed out that when Dick Gregory 
and Adam Clayton Powell had delivered fiery addresses in Cambridge 
earlier in the decade, riots had not erupted, implying that white actions 
(and inaction), not radical speeches, had caused the fire that had burned 
down much of the all- black second ward. Likewise, the black press’s cov-
erage of the Kerner Commission’s internal memos diverged significantly 
from the national media’s. The Afro- American, the Atlanta Daily World, 
and the Pittsburgh Courier all emphasized that the commission had evi-
dence that the police, not Brown, had started the riot and that they, not 
SNCC’s leader, should be held responsible.29

Just as importantly, the black press, hardly a champion of Black 
Power, highlighted Kunstler’s claim that the government’s pursuit of 
Brown was part of a broader attack on blacks, in particular, and the civil 
liberties of all Americans, in general. In a banner story entitled “Set Rap 
Brown Free: Jesse; Plans for Nationwide Campaign,” the Chicago De-
fender detailed Jesse Jackson’s support of William Kunstler’s efforts to 
get the government to drop all charges against Brown. “I know that you 
are just a scapegoat, unjustly charged with white Maryland’s wrongs,” 
Jackson declared. “I salute you (Brown), for hurling yourself as a flaming 
force for freedom against such engrained racism.”30

Whereas the national media cast Brown as an illegitimate voice of the 
movement, the black press, by and large, did not. For instance, shortly 
before his death, a broad spectrum of black leaders, including Martin Lu-
ther King Jr., signed a press release that cast the government’s treatment 
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of Brown as a threat to everyone’s liberty. “If there is anything that history 
teaches us, it is that those who sit silent while another’s rights are violated 
inevitably come to one of two ends. . . . Either they ultimately compro-
mise their own principles to survive in a police state, or they are eventu-
ally crushed themselves when it is too late to resist.” Whereas neither the 
Times nor the Post mentioned this press release, the Afro- American quoted 
it in its entirety.31 Similarly, when Brown was arrested on unrelated armed 
robbery charges in New York City, a number of black papers used the oc-
casion to summarize the government’s longstanding efforts to silence him. 
In “The U.S. vs. H. Rap Brown,” the New York Amsterdam News delivered 
the “inside story of Rap Brown’s five- year running battle to stay and speak 
his mind.” Brown’s most recent trial, the story explained, “has been virtu-
ally ignored by the national press.” Brown had been hounded by the gov-
ernment from the moment he left Cambridge in July 1967 until his recent 
arrest in the spring of 1972 on charges that had yet to be proven in a court 
of law.32 Likewise, in “How Md. ‘Fraud’ Led to Rap Brown’s Legal Geno-
cide,” Afro- American reporter John Jasper detailed the “legal hell” Brown 
had endured since 1967. Jasper also emphasized that this “legal hell” had 
transformed Brown from a “militant, proud, articulate, courageous, bold 
and effective spokesman for America’s oppressed black masses” into a 
“ghost” of his former self.33

Interviews televised on black- run shows similarly allowed viewers to 
see Brown in a much different and more favorable light. Most notably, in 
late 1968, Gil Noble interviewed Brown on his weekly ABC show “Like It 
Is.” Wearing wire- rimmed glasses and dress clothes, rather than a leather 
jacket, a black beret, and sunglasses, Brown came off as a black sage rather 
than as a flamethrower. Via his thoughtful answers to Gil Noble’s ques-
tions about the persecution he faced from prosecutors and the police, 
Brown displayed his deep understanding of history and demonstrated his 
willingness to place the needs of others above his own. Similarly, Brown’s 
comments on the limitations of electoral politics challenged the naïve 
view that the ballot, alone, would or could achieve equality.34

Perhaps the most glaring divergence between the national media’s 
and the African American press’s treatment of Brown was their respec-
tive coverage of the March 10, 1970, near- bombing of the courthouse in 
Bel Air, Maryland, where H. Rap Brown was to be tried for inciting a 
riot. Accepting claims made by authorities, the national press reported 
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that the bomb was meant for the courthouse but blew up inadvertently 
in a car driven by Ralph Featherstone and William (Che) Payne, Brown’s 
associates. Various stories confirmed this frame, including one by Carl 
Bernstein, of future Watergate fame, which described Featherstone as 
a “bitter” militant. In a story on a slew of recent bombings, including 
one by the Weathermen in which white radicals blew themselves up in 
a Greenwhich Village apartment, the Times described Featherstone and 
Payne, as well as their better- known associate H. Rap Brown, as “frus-
trated radicals” who “share a rhetoric of violence” and talk of the “need 
to arm in self- defense if not for outright guerilla war.” Alongside stories 
of this bombing, the national press reported that Brown had been placed 
on the FBI’s ten most wanted list, reinforcing the claim that he was re-
sponsible for the bombing. In spite of their reputation for investigatory 
journalism, none of the national papers pursued Kunstler’s suggestion 
that Featherstone and Payne had been killed by indivduals who thought 
Brown was in the car nor countenanced the possibility that state au-
thorities were either directly or indirectly responsible for their deaths.35 
True, the Times’ Ben Franklin noted that a group of unidentified blacks 
from Washington, D.C., had “released a statement . . . charging that Mr. 
Featherstone and William (Che) Payne were murdered by whites who 
had intended to kill Mr. Brown.” But neither he nor his colleagues at the 
Times or the Post followed up on this charge. Instead, in the only other 
story published by any major papers, the Post reported, matter- of- factly, 
that the police had “concluded that two associates of black militant H. 
Rap Brown were killed by their own bomb,”and that the investigation 
into the bombing had been “closed.”36

The black press, in contrast, presented a vastly different intepretation 
of the bombing. The Philadelphia Tribune detailed Ralph Featherstone’s 
funeral, which, according to the paper, was attended by “10,000 Nigeri-
ans.” At the funeral, the paper observed, Featherstone’s widow, Charlotte 
Orange Featherstone, adamantly denied that her husband had carried a 
bomb. She also “expressed the hope that the black press would carry out 
its responsibility to give the true picture of what happened,” more than im-
plying that the national press had not. The Afro- American found the entire 
government theory that Featherstone and Payne had blown themselves 
up dubious. “The thing that left a bad taste in many people’s mouths,” the 
Afro- American observed, “was the way some police and certain officials 
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started dribbling out theories about what happened . . . when they were 
still saying their investigation had not determined the facts.”37

Unfortunately, lacking the resources to mount a sustained investiga-
tive report, the black press proved unable to fulfill Charlotte Feather-
stone’s wish, leaving unsolved one of the most mysterious bombings of 
the era. Even in the wake of revelations about COINTELPRO, the na-
tional press did not reexamine the bombing, in spite of the documents 
showing that the FBI had sought to “neutralize” black radicals, including 
Brown. More sympathetic views of Brown did not appear in the national 
press until the mid- 1970s, when the Post noted the irony that the “Brown 
amendment,” enacted by Congress in 1968 to make it illegal to cross a 
state line for the purposes of inciting a riot, was probably misnamed 
since it was likely that Brown had done nothing wrong all along. Yet, the 
Post did not probe its own complicity in framing Brown as a riot inciter 
nor the way that its coverage had helped legitimize the cry for law and 
order.38 Moreover, it is hardly coincidental that the most sympathetic 
piece on Brown published in the 1970s was penned by William Rasp-
berry, the Post’s only black editorialist.39

To be clear, the framing of black radicals as inciters of violence and as 
betrayers of the principals of the civil rights movement did not originate 
with the press’s coverage of H. Rap Brown. Brown’s predecessor, Stokely 
Carmichael, who had popularized the term “Black Power,” already had 
encountered similar treatment. Practically from the day he uttered the 
phrase, Carmichael complained that the national media had “malicously 
distorted” his words. On the basis of misleading press reports about “plots 
to get Whitey,” most whites, Carmichael asserted, believed that “black 
power means the Mau Mau are coming to the suburbs at night.” To coun-
ter this belief Carmichael penned “What We Want” and subsequently co- 
authored Black Power: The Politics of Liberation. Yet, the explanations he 
made in these works barely dented the overarching frame of Black Power 
as a philosophy of violence and reverse racism. This image was reinforced 
by the press’s coverage of the riots of the summer of 1967, which, the 
Kerner Commission concluded, exaggerated the level of violence and de-
struction while concomitantly failing to “report on the causes and conse-
quences of civil disorders and the underlying problems of race relations.”40

Indeed, the Movement, a SNCC- affiliated newspaper, had made the 
same claim as the revolts of the long, hot summer were breaking out. 
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Describing the “events of the riot, without giving the causes,” the paper 
exclaimed, “is to imply that black people riot for no reason.” In addition, 
the paper continued, this frame confirmed the widely held view that 
blacks are “naturally violent,” which in turn fueled calls for repression. 
Contemporaneoulsy, SNCC’s long- time executive leader, James Forman, 
observed that the “mass media, as a pillar of the Establishment,” agreed 
to “help supress black resistance.” Along with the Johnson administra-
tion, it sought to “discredit” Black Power by associating it with violence, 
which in turn justified repressive measures that laid the foundation for 
the war on crime.41

In her scholarly study of the media and the Black Panther Party, Jane 
Rhodes confirms the validity of Forman’s observations, noting that the 
Oakland Tribune introduced its readers to the birth of the Black Pan-
ther Party (BPP) with alarming photographs of the Panther’s “Armed 
Invasion” of Sacramento, accompanied by stories that cast the BPP as 
“a group prone to violence and criminality . . . driven by an irrational 
(and) dangerous hatred of whites.” This from a paper, Rhodes adds, that 
“had a reputation for ignoring the concerns of black residents,” includ-
ing protests against racist police. As with its reporting on Carmichael 
and Brown, this framing of the Black Panthers said little about “why the 
organizaton existed” or the history of the struggle against Jim Crow in 
the North that preceded its birth. Likewise, the press minimized those 
actions that undercut the image of it as a band of gangsters, such as the 
Panthers’ free school breakfast program, while simultaneously paying 
little heed to the enactment of “reforms,” such as the Mumford Act, that 
were aimed at preventing blacks from defending themselves. In sum, 
writes Rhodes, “instead of enabling meaningful conversations about the 
nation’s problems, they [the national media] fanned the flames of racial 
discord,” which in turn bolstered calls for law and order.42

In her insightful article “Frontlash: Race and the Development of Pu-
nitive Crime Policy,” Vesla Weaver confirms Rhodes’s findings, observ-
ing that in the latter half of the 1960s the black freedom struggle was 
criminalized. Though there was no empirical connection between rising 
crime rates and calls for Black Power and urban uprisings, politicians 
and pundits associated the two anyway. While Weaver casts conserva-
tives as the prime movers in this development, she notes that hundreds 
of pieces of legislation were enacted with the support of liberals and 
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conservatives between 1965 and 1968, including the so- called Brown 
amendment.43 And though Elizabeth Hinton does not focus on the role 
played by the national press in her pathbreaking book From the War on 
Poverty to the War on Crime, she too notes that the media’s “sensational-
ized” coverage of crime and the “fear- mongering political rhetoric at the 
time” enabled President Johnson and others to call for and gain passage 
of a series of federal “war on crime” measures that ultimately resulted 
in the mass incarceration of millions of African Americans. Simultane-
ously, by enabling those who sought to silence Brown and other radicals, 
the national press ceded important ground in the fight for the rights 
of the accused, a fight that had made steady gains in the 1950s and the 
1960s but that lost ground as the call for law and order gained steam.44

To reiterate, the national press tended to close its ears to the voice of the 
black community in the latter part of the 1960s. It amplified the inflamma-
tory rhetoric of Brown and other Black Power advocates, mistook words 
for deeds, and simultaneously minimized evidence of the government’s 
denial of basic rights, from freedom of speech to the right to a fair trial. In 
contrast, the black press was more willing to follow leads that suggested 
that Brown was not culpable of inciting a riot in the first place and that the 
government’s pursuit of him represented a broader effort to silence black 
radicals. In spite of the national press’s reputation as a bastion of the fight 
for civil rights, not so surprisingly promoted by many veteran reporters 
and editors, this case study suggests that the press helped maintain Jim 
Crow in the North. Disinclined to look for racism in their own backyard, 
including its own skewed treatment of black militants and sensational 
coverage of racial uprisings, the “national” media, which was located in 
the North (and West), framed H. Rap Brown and the Black Power move-
ment for which he spoke as an illegitimate offspring of the civil rights 
movement. Prioritizing civility over civil rights, which entailed leaving the 
racial status quo in place, the national media sought to delegitimize the 
messenger rather than grapple with his message, raising questions about 
its commitment to the broader freedom movement.
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Stalled in the Movement

The Black Panther Party in Night Catches Us

Ayesha K. Hardison

He used to tell a story about George Washington going out 
and fighting and then returning to Mount Vernon and living 
out his days. . . . And he said, I want, I would like to have in 
our race somebody who struggled against a system and went 
home to Mount Vernon.
— Negroes with Guns, 2004

The Black Panther Party is often misrepresented in the American imagi-
nation due to abiding racism, sexism, and African Americans’ maligned 
relationship to history.1 Whereas popular memory of the civil rights 
movement celebrates a progressive narrative from Jim Crow segregation 
to integration in the South, the dominant account of the Black Panther 
Party and, more broadly, the Black Power movement, denies African 
Americans’ efforts to challenge racial inequality in the North. Historical 
narratives frame the Black Power movement’s privileging of intraracial 
solidarity as an unwelcome interruption to the civil rights movement’s 
unifying interracial campaigns. These assessments dismiss the Black 
Panther Party as gun- toting male militants initiating confrontations 
with the police, and they discount the organization’s community service 
programs because of its stance on revolutionary violence. Myths about 
northern black freedom struggles incite the culture- of- poverty rhetoric 
vilifying urban centers, such as Oakland, New York, and Chicago, where 
influential chapters of the Black Panther Party took root. This lore also 
negates the discriminatory social structures, resurgence of conservative 
politics, and missteps of liberalism that failed to differentiate the equal-
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ity of opportunity from the equality of outcome, which continued to 
elude black communities in the late 1960s and 1970s.

The Jim Crow North’s policies and procedures are amorphous in 
U.S. historical memory, but their repercussions for urban black com-
munities are apparent in the independent film Night Catches Us (2010). 
Writer and director Tanya Hamilton interrogates and reimagines pre-
vailing narratives about the Black Panther Party’s ideological lapse by 
exploring its advocacy through free food programs and clothing drives 
as well as its actions of armed self- defense. Hamilton personifies the so-
cial, economic, and psychological impact of northern Jim Crowism with 
an African American family’s suffering in the wake of a Party branch’s 
dismantlement. Despite the disavowal of the Party’s national legacy in 
popular memory, Hamilton demonstrates the organization’s importance 
for local black communities even after its demise. Just as the film’s nar-
rative, visual, and aural aspects suggest that African Americans’ politi-
cal struggles were not over once the Black Power movement ended, its 
melancholic tone refuses to let viewers forget the era’s psychic weight.

I argue that by engaging the nuances of the Party’s rank and file, Night 
Catches Us exposes the fallibility of familiar historical narratives about 
the Black Panther Party (BPP), which characterize the organization as a 
vanguard of charismatic black male radicals without cause, ideology, or 
strategy. The film lays bare those unsung Panthers’ difficulties in chal-
lenging distorted narratives about the Party’s political history. These for-
gotten figures struggle, too, to preserve their version of historical events 
in order to sustain their personal progress.

Night Catches Us is a social drama mapped onto a family drama that 
unveils falsehoods about the Black Panther Party perpetuated from 
within and without the organization. Patricia Wilson, a widow and 
former BPP member played by actress Kerry Washington, raises her 
nine- year- old daughter, Iris, with emotional distance. As a result, Iris’s 
detachment from her mother and lack of memories about her father 
are akin to her limited understanding of the Party. Meanwhile, Patricia’s 
orphaned teenage nephew, Jimmy, who is still disenfranchised despite 
the accomplishments of the civil rights movement, clings to a romantic, 
hypermasculine idea of the BPP symbolized by guns, leather jackets, and 
berets. Jimmy’s characterization of the Panthers omits their survival pro-
grams, the organization’s most long- lasting initiatives, managed mostly 
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by black women. Finally, Marcus Washington rounds out the film’s en-
semble as a formerly imprisoned ex- Panther and potential love interest 
for Patricia. Branded an informant for committing an act leading to the 
police assassination of the family’s patriarch, Marcus, portrayed by actor 
Anthony Mackie, returns to Philadelphia to bury his estranged father. 
The murder hinders Marcus and Patricia’s romantic relationship, as they 
struggle to cope with their activist past as well as their grief over her 
husband’s death. Congruently, Jimmy and Iris falter as they come of age 
under misleading narratives about the BPP. Each character’s relationship 
to the late Panther patriarch exposes the consequences of the Jim Crow 
North for him or her as a political subject as well as a loved one trying to 
reconcile this disabling trauma.

With its tight focus on four characters, the film temporally and spa-
tially scales down African Americans’ collective struggle to one house-
hold in the waning years of the Black Power movement. Hamilton 
employs the dynamic language, sartorial style, and political urgency of 
the era, but her film’s muted color palette and dim intimate settings aes-
thetically convey a shared mourning for the BPP that goes beyond the 
central characters’ bereavement. The film’s quieting cinematographic el-
ements reflect the way its narrative localizes the historical impact of the 
organization’s ascent and demise to a defunct chapter, disenfranchised 
community, and disconnected family in 1976 Philadelphia. In this way, 
domestic friction stands in for the trials of the community devastated by 
urban blight and police brutality, the void caused by the Party branch’s 
dissolution three years earlier, and the national organization’s decline on 
the cusp of its formal end. In Night Catches Us, the movement is immo-
bilized and the emblematic black family is in emotional discord.

By creating a melancholic narrative, Hamilton resists endorsing 
myths about the Black Panther Party that either nostalgically glorify it, 
which effectively ignores the Party’s ideological debates, or solely blame 
the organization for its downturn, which essentially acquits conspiring 
local and federal law enforcement. The melancholic state of the film’s 
four main characters is an emotional response to both their lost loved 
one and the Jim Crow North’s physical and psychological violence. Patri-
cia, Marcus, Jimmy, and Iris do not simply lose a partner, comrade, and 
father; they lose an active Party, a vibrant community, and an innocence 
in relation to the repressive state. Their grief is exacerbated by their sys-
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temic disenfranchisement and, thus, racialized. In The Melancholy of 
Race, Anne Anlin Cheng defines “a politics of melancholia” as “a theo-
rization of objecthood and its entangled relations to loss and history.”2 
Hamilton’s characters are melancholic objects, unassimilated figures in 
the U.S. body politic, as well as melancholic subjects, who mourn the 
elusive ideal of American democracy. Their melancholia, or perpetual 
loss and irreconcilable mourning, is an indictment of the Jim Crow 
North. Although the permeating sorrow in Hamilton’s narrative con-
firms that the BPP’s objectives are unrealized, the film’s melancholic tone 
conveys the exigency of the organization’s vision for black communities’ 
political and psychological well- being. Since the Jim Crow North’s poli-
cies and procedures are not named or censured in historical memory, it 
is difficult for Hamilton’s characters to resolve their racial trauma.

Night Catches Us addresses these melancholic silences by exploring 
the power relations between the state and the community, and their re-
percussions for the Black Panther Party and the Wilson family, through 
four main themes. First, the film visualizes the effects of structural 
inequality in the Jim Crow North with a bleak depiction of Philadel-
phia’s deindustrialization and the family’s deteriorating domestic space. 
Second, the film casts the BPP as more invested in survival programs, 
namely, social and legal aid initiatives, than in the guns for which they 
have been remembered. Third, the film complicates viewers’ under-
standing of the Party’s gender politics as pure misogyny, as it represents 
black women’s contributions to the organization with its survival pro-
grams as well as the consequences they experience as a result of their 
involvement. Finally, the film demystifies the state’s suppression of the 
Panthers (and the movement in the North) and its devastating ramifi-
cations for urban black communities, especially for the lives of black 
men and the psychic wholeness of black women. By engaging these four 
tropes, Night Catches Us deconstructs familiar narratives about the era 
that pit the southern movement’s successes against the northern move-
ment’s failures, ignore black women’s activism in urban communities, 
and refute the existence of the Jim Crow North.

In comparison, the commercial film Panther (1995) fuels some of 
these historical biases while capitalizing on nostalgia for the organiza-
tion’s larger- than- life persona. Directed by Mario Van Peebles and ad-
opted for the screen by his father, Melvin Van Peebles, from the latter’s 
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novel of the same title, Panther depicts the first two years of the BPP’s 
establishment. The plot explores Huey P. Newton’s decision to solicit a 
double agent, Judge, to thwart FBI infiltration; a second storyline re-
veals the FBI’s collusion with the Mafia to filter heroin into Oakland. 
The film has a historical and contemporary sensibility with a support-
ing cast that, as Tracye A. Matthews parses, “looks like a BET [Black 
Entertainment Television] top- forty countdown.”3 Whereas founders 
Newton and Bobby Seale are portrayed, respectively, by then lesser- 
known actors Marcus Chong and Courtney B. Vance, Kadeem Hardi-
son leads as Judge, Bokeem Woodbine is a rank- and- file member, Chris 
Rock and Bobby Brown appear as men from the neighborhood, and 
the director makes a cameo as Stokely Carmichael. Angela Bassett also 
reprises her role in Spike Lee’s Malcolm X (1992) as Betty Shabazz. The 
film squares this star power with black- and- white footage archiving the 
BPP’s marches, liberation schools, and gun practice. Additionally, it rec-
reates memorable media images, including the Panthers’ face- off with 
Governor Ronald Reagan at the California State Capitol over gun laws 
and a gunshot- wounded Newton handcuffed to a hospital gurney. How-
ever, it pares down this infamous public history to Judge, a veteran and 
college student negotiating the tensions between the Party and the FBI.

Panther exposes Jim Crow’s structural landscape, but its nostalgic lens 
excises the Party’s ideology and female members. Black women’s par-
ticipation is limited to the character Alma, who is active in the plot but 
one- dimensional. Similarly, Judge’s introductory voiceover character-
izes Newton and Seale as haphazard movement architects: “No master 
plan. No pot to piss in. Nothing like that. Just two fed up brothers.”4 
He explains that a child’s hit- and- run at a neighborhood intersection 
with no stoplight personally motivates his BPP membership. In Panther 
(1995), the companion book to the film, Mario Van Peebles clarifies that 
he wanted the film to be “edutainment,” to inform and captivate a young 
audience.5 “If Panther was didactic, preachy, a history lesson, or a glori-
fied documentary,” he writes, “we’d lose.”6 Consequently, Panther is as 
oriented toward the past as it is present- minded, specifically in regard to 
the crack epidemic. Jane Rhodes proposes, “Just as the Black Panthers 
are constructed as the embodiment of black radicalism in the 1960s, the 
film Panther itself is representative of a revived expression of black rage 
in the 1990s.”7
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The film climaxes with the Panthers’ destruction of a warehouse stor-
ing drugs, and the final scene, set in the audience’s contemporary mo-
ment, shows a stoplight at the neighborhood’s deadly intersection. Judge 
concludes, “In 1970, there were 300,000 addicts in the United States. 
Yesterday there were three million. The way I see it, the struggle con-
tinues.” His words lament drugs’ destruction of black communities, but 
the film’s nostalgic bent also tethers the BPP’s failure to this devastation. 
Mario Van Peebles surmises, “In the beginning the Party members per-
secuted drug dealers; toward the end, too many of them became their 
clients. It’s no wonder that many Panthers say they did not leave the 
Party, the Party left them.”8 The drug plot incriminates the FBI and the 
Mafia, but in Van Peebles’s understanding of this history, the Party lead-
ers’ drug use makes them abandon their constituents.

Hence the strengths of Hamilton’s melancholic film hinge on the un-
studied regional history it tells and the innovative way it uses the domes-
tic space to recover this history. Night Catches Us confronts two major 
misconceptions: that the Black Power Movement was singularly tied to 
masculinity and that it was motivated by outside influences. To this end, 
the film is a local story about the Party, whose activism was catalyzed by 
black Philadelphians’ racial and economic oppression and their subse-
quent efforts to ensure the betterment of their communities. To make 
this point, Hamilton draws on real historical events in her fictional nar-
rative, such as the August 1970 police raid on the BPP’s Philadelphia 
offices, when police forced Panthers to parade down the street in their 
underwear. Her film also details the organization’s ideological transi-
tion from emphasizing armed self- defense to promoting its survival pro-
grams, which serves to foreground black female members’ overlooked 
participation and leadership.

Unlike Panther, Night Catches Us does not heroize the BPP but uses 
the family’s despair to reveal the consequences of state force and armed 
struggle for the Party’s rank and file. Because the film centers the inte-
riority of its characters and their home, it does not examine the ways 
Philadelphia’s white liberalism (through electoral politics) and white 
conservatism (through white flight) engender the family’s political and 
psychic recession.9 Nevertheless, the police assassination of the Wilson 
family patriarch impresses the ways police brutality and the extralegal 
antagonizing of black communities asserted the city’s conservative racial 
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politics. Further, Philadelphia’s structural inequalities in terms of em-
ployment, education, and housing are implicit in the film.

Hamilton signals these tensions through visual and aural markers. 
In effect, she constructs a vernacular history of the BPP that illustrates 
the strange career of Jim Crow in the North. Robert G. O’Meally defines 
the vernacular as lieux de mémoire, or sites of memory, that remain un-
catalogued and undervalued, and yet, the vernacular informs historical 
events as well as documents their gravity. “More than any other form 
of human expression,” he writes, “art communicates the excitement as 
well as the treacherous unpredictability of history’s flights. Further . . . 
vernacular art and artifacts convey this fast- changing and invisible his-
tory.”10 In Night Catches Us, photographs and video footage from the 
Black Power era challenge popular notions of the Party as armed revo-
lutionaries fighting to reclaim black manhood with evidence of black 
women’s involvement. Additionally, Syl Johnson’s Chicago soul exhib-
its the distinct aesthetic of northern black freedom struggles. Spirituals 
were the material for the freedom songs utilized during the civil rights 
movement, but blues- infused soul music, an adapted response to the 
social conditions that post– World War II migrants encountered in cities 
such as Detroit and Philadelphia, was the soundtrack of Black Power.11 
The gospel overtones and raw delivery of soul music’s secular testifying, 
especially in Johnson’s hard Chicago soul, resound with the decrepitude 
and frustration found in northern cities due to their elusive promise to 
hopeful southern migrants.

Soul music and its visual aesthetic register the fraught mood of the 
Black Power era in Night Catches Us. Together the aural and the ocular 
create the “vintage feel” film critic Betsy Sharkey notes about Hamil-
ton’s environs, in which “painterly” scenes function as “still portraits” 
that extend and sometimes replace the affect expressed in the film’s 
dialogue.12 Vernacular artifacts, including the graphic illustrations of 
Emory Douglas (the BPP’s minister of culture), dated denim, and classic 
Cadillacs, along with visual aesthetics, such as melancholic camera shots 
containing nondiegetic music and little to no action, enrich Hamilton’s 
film. They confirm that the Party’s cultural movement, which was ar-
ticulated in deferential references to “soul brothers and sisters,” was vital 
to late- twentieth- century black freedom struggles, and its signifiers are 
essential to contemporary narratives of the era. The ubiquitous presence 
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of the movement’s vernacular art also deepens the film’s overwhelming 
sense of loss.

Ultimately, Night Catches Us demonstrates that the unwritten histo-
ries of racial melancholia, like false narratives about the Black Panther 
Party, burden its legatees whether they are conscious of them or not. The 
film debunks censored narratives about the Party’s impact, as exempli-
fied by the free breakfast program and free sickle cell screenings later 
adopted by state and federal agencies. Film critic A. O. Scott perceptively 
describes the melancholic aesthetic distinguishing Hamilton’s historiog-
raphy: “That her film is so quiet, so evidently invested in contemplation 
rather than confrontation, gives it power as well as insight. The large 
dramatic gestures and sweeping implications are off- screen, between 
the lines.”13 With the silences of history and those of the film in mind, I 
outline the documented history of the BPP’s Philadelphia branch before 
turning to a discussion of Night Catches Us. Hamilton’s chronology rei-
magines the conventional narrative of the Party by engaging four main 
tropes: structural inequality, conflicts between revolutionary violence 
and survival programs, gender politics, and state suppression. These 
themes constitute a historical residue that lingers for the characters de-
spite public memory’s amnesiac tendencies.

A Local History of the Black Panther Party

In addition to national myths negating the Jim Crow North, miscon-
ceptions about the Black Panther Party’s gender dynamics, position on 
revolutionary violence, and suppression distort popular memory of the 
organization. The Panthers’ efforts to champion disempowered black 
communities through armed self- defense radically shifted the political 
landscape dominated, then, by nonviolent protest. Later scholarly pre-
occupations with the Jim Crow South overshadow historical studies of 
the era.

Newton and Seale started the organization, originally named the 
Black Panther Party for Self- Defense, along with four founding mem-
bers in Oakland in 1966. Influenced by Malcolm X and Robert F. Wil-
liams, one of the BPP’s first objectives charged outfitted members to 
patrol law enforcement’s presence in black neighborhoods to prevent 
police brutality. Similar to Malcolm X’s ideology for self- determination 
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by any means necessary, Williams’s philosophy of “armed self- reliance” 
positioned him against the nonviolent protests of Martin Luther King 
Jr., even though Williams believed boycotts, marches, and self- defense 
worked in tandem.14 In Williams’s memoir Negroes with Guns (1962), 
the one- time NAACP president of the Monroe, North Carolina, chap-
ter affirms the need for “flexibility in the freedom struggle” when there 
is a breakdown in the institutions designed to protect citizens “against 
lawless forces that would destroy the democratic process.”15 The BPP’s 
rhetoric on revolutionary violence took its cue from Williams’s position 
regarding civil rights struggle and the right to bear arms.

Armed self- defense was the Party’s most controversial means for set-
ting a social revolution in motion, but the organization also established 
loans, schools, and health clinics to combat poverty and revitalize black 
communities. Revolutionary violence and social programs were both 
measures to achieve the Party’s ten- point platform. In the October 1966 
edition of the Black Panther Black Community News Service, which was 
later titled the Black Panther Intercommunal News Service, the organiza-
tion outlines its principles, including demands for employment, mili-
tary exemption, and trials by a jury of one’s peers.16 The manifesto also 
acutely delivers proclamations for black humanity and citizenship: “We 
want land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and peace.”17

The Black Panther was a critical part of the organization’s advocacy, 
one that epitomizes the threat the Party posed to the state. The FBI and 
local law enforcement harassed members selling the newspaper and 
sabotaged the publication by over- inking runs and watering down ship-
ments.18 Joshua Bloom explicates that, as an independent black publica-
tion, the Black Panther was “one true window into how the Panthers saw 
themselves.”19 A vehicle to counter hegemonic media outlets’ slander of 
the organization, the tabloid- sized Black Panther included the realist il-
lustrations of Emory Douglas to disseminate the organization’s ten- point 
platform. His pictorial art, often serving as the newspaper’s back cover, 
reported on the black community’s economic conditions to inspirit a 
black revolutionary consciousness among the urban poor.

In this vein, Douglas’s iconography features male and female revo-
lutionaries holding guns as well as community members with dignity 
despite their dilapidated housing and limited economic opportunities.20 
As Nicholas Lampert elucidates, Douglas’s images were disbursed to 
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“recruit members, spread Panther news and ideas, and broadcast the 
notion that the party had mass support in the community.”21 By the end 
of 1968, the Black Panther had a circulation of 250,000, and the BPP 
had 5,000 members organized into forty- five chapters across the coun-
try, including branches in New York, Chicago, New Orleans, Baltimore, 
Cleveland, Indianapolis, Los Angeles, Milwaukee, Winston- Salem, and 
Philadelphia.22

The BPP’s central committee in Oakland inaugurated the organiza-
tion’s platform, but its chapters initiated varied activities in response to 
local needs, structures, and leadership. The Philadelphia chapter appeared 
in 1968 before the Party’s national moratorium on new members was en-
acted to curtail government infiltration. In Up South, historian Matthew 
J. Countryman delineates that black Philadelphia activists began to ques-
tion the effectiveness of the civil rights movement’s methods, especially 
its reliance on legislative goals and middle- class leadership, in the mid- 
1960s. Black freedom struggles in the city began in the 1940s, when the 
advent of the New Deal inspired disenfranchised citizens’ expectations 
for federal intervention. To rectify civil rights liberalism’s failed promise 
of equal opportunity, black Philadelphians’ postwar activism first worked 
to secure antidiscrimination laws through the Commission of Human 
Relations, which was tasked with administering the city’s fair practices 
in regard to property, facilities, services, and employment.

In the 1950s, the public sector became accessible to African Ameri-
can workers, which subsequently enabled more black home ownership. 
However, with African American workers still barred from the private 
sector, black Philadelphians were excluded from the suburban expan-
sion that moved both the industry boom and coveted new housing out-
side the city. Discriminating housing practices, in turn, protected the 
de facto boundaries segregating public schools. Philadelphia’s enmeshed 
public structures, which produced and upheld a lack of equality in out-
come, was fertile ground for the rise of Black Power.

Despite the intentions of the Commission of Human Relations, there 
was no structural change or serious improvements in labor, housing, 
or schools, especially for the city’s working- class black majority. Coun-
tryman notes that in the early 1960s, frustrated black Philadelphians, 
such as local NAACP chapter president Cecil Moore, developed “a form 
of civil rights activism that— despite its similarities with the southern 
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movement— constituted a protest movement against institutions of lib-
eral government for failing to fulfill their commitment to substantive 
racial equality.”23 In conjunction with entrenched structural inequality, 
the commission’s inability to enforce policies and sanction violations 
propelled activists to wield intraracial solidarity to buoy and impose the 
liberal reform coalition’s goals. Countryman explains that black Phila-
delphians “sought to build organizations that were accountable solely to 
the black community and in which leadership was based not on profes-
sional degrees or middle- class status but on one’s proximity to and abil-
ity to identify with poor and working- class blacks.”24

Following other black activists’ turn from interracial coalitions to the 
community partnerships, control, and accountability of Black Power, 
the Philadelphia chapter of the Black Panther Party gained its charter 
in 1969. By the spring of 1970, the chapter grew from fifteen to more 
than one hundred members. Although the Philadelphia Panthers pro-
moted self- defense to counteract police brutality, they rarely employed 
the patrolling strategies infamously used by the Oakland Panthers.25 
Led by the chapter’s minister of defense, Reggie Schell, the Philadelphia 
branch focused on other forms of advocacy: distributing over one hun-
dred thousand newspapers per week, organizing demonstrations, build-
ing coalitions with other organizations, and managing several survival 
programs, including two breakfast programs, a library, and a medical 
clinic. The branch earned national prominence when the Party’s central 
leadership selected it to host the Revolutionary People’s Constitutional 
Convention in September of 1970.26 Thousands attended the assembly to 
draft a new federal document that would redistribute wealth, ban weap-
ons of mass destruction, and represent all of “the people”— including 
oppressed women, gays and lesbians, and racial minorities.27 The con-
vention harkened back to the 1776 Declaration of Independence and 
1787 U.S. Constitution, both signed in Philadelphia.

Ironically, the decline of the city’s Black Panther Party chapter began 
with the Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention. Chairman 
Huey Newton’s lack of charisma and the inaccessibility of his speech 
dampened the event’s energy and flagged the Party’s weakening national 
allure.28 However, a week before the assembly, police attempted to ham-
per the Party’s planning by raiding its offices in Germantown, North 
Philadelphia, and West Philadelphia in search of an assailant who mur-
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dered an officer and wounded three others in West Philadelphia. At the 
Party’s North Philadelphia headquarters, the police forced handcuffed 
Party members to walk down the street in their underwear, fired a .45 
caliber submachine gun above their heads, and ordered them to strip 
naked while reporters photographed them.29 Schell recalled, “Most of 
us had been in bed, and they just ripped the goddamn clothes off every-
body, women and men. They had the gun, they’d just snatch your pants 
down and they took pictures like that.”30 Local newspapers and the as-
sociated press circulated the photographs with Philadelphia police com-
missioner Frank Rizzo’s boast that his department had caught the “big, 
bad Black Panthers with their pants down.”31 In the 1950s and 1960s, 
Rizzo earned a reputation for racism and harassment, and his tactics to 
suppress the 1970 constitutional convention anticipated the demise of 
the Party’s Oakland chapter in the 1980s due to the FBI’s Counter Intel-
ligence Program (COINTELPRO), which planted agents provocateurs 
to stir and exploit intergroup hostility, conspired against the Panthers 
under false pretenses, and planned sanctioned police assassinations.32

In 1971 the Black Panther Party underwent a transition nationally 
when Newton directed the organization to focus on its survival pro-
grams in order to reduce the assaults of COINTELPRO and retain its 
relationship with black communities. The move caused a rift between 
Newton and Eldridge Cleaver, head of the International Section of the 
Panthers, as well as dissension between the central committee and the 
New York and Philadelphia chapters.33 Whereas Cleaver increasingly 
promoted revolutionary violence and clandestine activities to match 
COINTELPRO’s attacks on the Party, Newton proclaimed that the 
Party should devote its energies to community organizing, coalition 
building, and electoral politics— endeavors he believed would offset 
the shrinking welfare state and maintain community support. The 
ideological divide between these factions culminated with Newton’s 
expulsion of Cleaver and much of the New York and Philadelphia 
chapters’ leadership from the organization. That same year Reggie 
Schell, Mumia Abu- Jamal, and other former members of the Phila-
delphia branch formed the Black United Liberation Front, which con-
tinued the Party’s breakfast and prison programs as well as gang unity 
initiatives. By 1973, the Philadelphia chapter had less than twenty- five 
members and was more or less defunct.
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Among other Philadelphia organizations marshaled under Black 
Power, the local Black Panther Party emerged in response to postwar 
liberalism’s failure to address the inequalities affecting the city’s poor 
black residents, but its suppression by law enforcement, as the brute arm 
of the city’s conservative politics, facilitated its quick decline. Country-
man expounds, “[T]he failure of this urban political strategy was as 
much the product of urban deindustrialization and of suburban antitax 
politics— historical developments that can be directly traced to postwar 
liberalism’s policy making— as it was the result of white working- class 
backlash against the ethnic political strategies of Black Power.”34 This 
white backlash, often associated with “white flight,” manifested before 
Philadelphia’s 1964 race riot, which erupted after tensions between black 
residents and law enforcement over police brutality escalated. For ex-
ample, working-  and middle- class whites’ stratagem to safeguard their 
racial privilege in battles over busing and desegregating neighborhood 
public schools— as well as the violence their ploys triggered— predate 
the Black Power movement.35 Because of the uncompromising violence 
in the BPP’s rhetoric, public memory obscures its unwieldy trajectory 
with oversimplified narratives that discredit its aims.

Set in 1976 on the eve of the Declaration of Independence’s bicen-
tennial, Night Catches Us demonstrates that black liberation is still out 
of reach. The film takes place six years after the Revolutionary People’s 
Constitutional Convention, when the neighborhood Party branch is 
already gone. Local law enforcement undermined the chapter with 
wiretaps and extralegal threats to incite conflicts among its rank and 
file. The narrative opens, then, with the Wilson family fixed in debili-
tating cycles of mourning. The film depicts the structural inequalities 
that make lore about the Party’s armed struggle appealing to Jimmy, 
who is fatherless and disenfranchised, with no prospects for employ-
ment, education, or training. It also recognizes the neighborhood’s 
economic vulnerability with Patricia’s efforts to feed children, provide 
legal aid, and host bail fundraising drives. Night Catches Us captures 
the Party’s commonly slighted cause, ideology, and strategies as well 
as the battle fatigue that continues to incapacitate Patricia and Marcus. 
Yet, it is Iris’s suppressed childhood that makes this silenced history 
most palpable. The film intimates that the family cannot thrive while 
this past remains repressed.
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Imagining New Historiographies

Drawing upon archival images of the Black Panther Party, Hamilton 
authenticates the grim realism of Night Catches Us and offers view-
ers a melancholic portrait of the organization’s purpose and goals. She 
initiates this grief in the film’s opening credits, which recall the BPP’s 
objectives visualized in Emory Douglas’s art. His combination of illus-
trations and recycled photographs document the structural inequities 
the Party sought to address with its advocacy via grocery giveaways and 
editions of the Black Panther. The graphics also evidence the FBI’s sup-
pression of the BPP with an image exalting the martyred figure Fred 
Hampton, the deputy chairman of the Illinois chapter killed in his sleep 
during a police raid in Chicago in 1969. The opening credits establish 
the toll COINTELPRO takes on the Panthers and their survival pro-
grams instead of the violence for which they largely are remembered.

Douglas’s most well- known graphics are of the corrupt cops who 
violate black communities, but a significant amount of his work depicts 
the Party’s free breakfast programs and health clinics, which dominated 
covers of the newspaper after the organization’s 1971 ideological shift. 
For example, a provocative 1967 drawing features a “pig” with its head 
bandaged and its hoof in a sling while it leans on a crutch surrounded 
by flies. The accompanying text expounds that the “pig” is “a low natured 
beast that has no regard for law, justice, or the rights of people . . . a foul, 
depraved traducer, usually masquerading as the victim of an unprovoked 
attack.”36 This rhetoric saturates popular memory of the organization 
rather than Douglas’s depictions of African Americans’ oppression and 
perseverance. Beyond profiles of Newton and Seale, Douglas’s pictures 
call attention to the everyday agents of Black Power: the black women 
that catch rats in their run- down homes yet sing triumphantly; the black 
men who return from Vietnam to battle drug abuse; and the impover-
ished black children laughing despite their circumstances. The Panthers 
are “SERVANTS OF THE PEOPLE” comprehensively attending to the 
community’s “BODY AND SOUL” (chapter 12 frontispiece).

Hamilton’s narrative evokes Douglas’s vernacular aesthetic by high-
lighting the Black Panther Party’s rank and file, but her representation 
of the organization’s downturn confirms that northern black freedom 
struggles are not resolved for “the people” it served. Night Catches Us 
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implicates sardonic revolutionaries, former Panthers who become gun-
runners for neighborhood gangs, as well as the pale remnants of their 
community programs, manifest in Patricia’s extended work to feed 
neighborhood children. In addition to the physical and emotional dam-
age police brutality wreaks on black men, the FBI’s suppression reaps 
long- term emotional and economic hardships for black women and 
children. Making the connection between causality and casualty con-
crete, Hamilton creates a layered narrative, in which the present- day plot 
is interrupted by images from a historical archive that punctuate the 
drama’s three acts. These series of images signal that the film’s present 
follows the BPP’s historical trajectory. Hamilton’s visual historiography 
counterbalances the Panthers’ suppression in public memory.

The narrative interruptions occur at pivotal moments in the film’s 
melancholic portrait of the family. The first time it happens, Iris discov-
ers photographs of Malcolm X and Fidel Castro among those of her 
parents and Marcus. The interruption here is not due to a personal flash-
back or shared anecdote, but an unwritten visual history of the BPP. 
Patricia initially refuses to tell a curious Iris about her father, and when 
she invites Marcus to move into their household she warns, “[W]e don’t 
talk about the past, it’s too painful.”37 However as Patricia and Marcus 
grow closer, Hamilton displays the Party’s activism with video footage 
of rallies and photographic stills of “Free Huey” buttons. Finally, when 
Patricia’s nephew Jimmy resuscitates the Party’s rhetoric by declaring 
“war” on the “pigs” and throwing up the Black Power fist, Hamilton in-
cludes video footage of Party members exhibiting the same gesture at 
Fred Hampton’s funeral. Images of Party members mourning the chap-
ter leader foreshadow the demise of Jimmy, who suffers a slow social 
death until police kill him for murdering a policeman.

While Night Catches Us engages the national history of the Party, 
Hamilton represents the local branch’s devastation by recreating a pho-
tograph of Philadelphia members arrested in their underwear shortly 
before the Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention. She stages 
a scene in which white officers detain and strip Marcus and his for-
mer comrades after a bar fight. The officers demand that Marcus and 
DoRight, a rival played by Jamie Hector, sit shirtless and handcuffed 
on a street curb until a higher- ranking black officer, Detective David 
Gordon, played by Wendell Pierce, reminds them that such treatment is 
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extralegal. With the scene, Hamilton reveals the gross police misconduct 
targeting black communities. In this moment Jim Crow is not invisible 
but exhibited in its ritualistic subjection, and the film’s representation of 
police brutality after the civil rights movement’s legislative accomplish-
ments should resonate with twenty- first- century audiences who con-
tinue to witness such abuses. Nonetheless, Hamilton’s cinematography 
stays in the historical moment by displaying vulnerable black male bod-
ies that are realistically lean and supple instead of the hard and chiseled 
physiques characteristic of contemporary male actors, whom audiences 
might deem inviolable.38 In this way, Hamilton visually codifies the 
specificity of her historiography in the context of location and period.

Notably, Hamilton’s nods to historical events diverge from local 
events when Night Catches Us delves into the chapter’s gender politics. 
According to Countryman’s reading of Mumia Abu- Jamal’s memoir, the 
Philadelphia chapter was “a bastion of male dominance” that had nei-
ther female founders nor female officers.39 However, in Night Catches 
Us, Patricia exemplifies black women’s leadership in the Party’s survival 
programs as well as their continued community work after the orga-
nization’s dissolution. In her essay “‘No One Ever Asks What a Man’s 
Role in the Revolution Is,’” Matthews complicates blanket indictments 
of the BPP’s misogyny, as she observes that its ideology and practice in 
regard to gender depended on the chapter and its personnel makeup as 
well as the specific period in the organization’s history. Thus, her work 
documents sexism in various BPP chapters while highlighting “the dis-
parities between [masculinist] Party rhetoric and the concrete reality 
of [cooperative] daily working and living arrangements” that regularly 
existed between female and male members in various branches.40 Jakobi 
Williams duly explains that the Oakland chapter enabled collective par-
enting while black women’s membership in the Illinois chapter “violated 
their duty as mothers” because leadership expected their full- time com-
mitment without any options for childcare.41

Although black women had critical positions in several BPP chapters, 
just as they did in the civil rights and Black Power movements’ count-
less organizations, the metaphor of reaching manhood was often used 
to describe the respect and self- confidence African Americans collec-
tively gained during the era. Such language affirmed black personhood, 
but literary scholar Erica R. Edwards points out that the spectacle of 
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the charismatic black male leader enacted its own symbolic violence by 
subordinating black women’s activism in historical fictions.42 Country-
man discloses that in Philadelphia, “[T]he more effective challenge to 
Frank Rizzo’s violent version of law enforcement came from a network 
of community- based activists organized and led by [Mary Rouse,] a 
working- class middle- aged woman.”43 In Night Catches Us, Patricia’s ad-
vocacy reflects the organization’s uneven gender relations nationally in 
lieu of the Philadelphia chapter’s trends.

Hamilton also maps the organization’s changing position on revolu-
tionary violence onto the family’s drama along gendered battle lines— 
with Patricia’s husband and nephew symbolizing her extreme opposition 
in the conflict. In addition to organizing fundraisers for defendants, 
Patricia’s legal career echoes the Black Panther’s “pocket lawyer,” which 
readers cut out of the newspaper and carried with them as a quick guide 
to “legal first aid.”44 Patricia’s interventions have obvious benefits, but 
her devotion to such activism creates a gendered problematic: foster-
ing the black community’s livelihood comes at the cost of her daughter. 
Marcus criticizes that Patricia is so busy feeding the neighborhood that 
she neglects Iris. What is more, Detective Gordon opines that she has 
lost her way because she takes advantage of legal technicalities to free 
old comrades who distribute guns to black youth, a corruption of some 
BPP chapters’ efforts to politicize street gangs.45 The film visually reveals 
its ambivalence about Patricia’s decisions when, in an emotional scene, 
Iris discovers that their home’s peeling wallpaper hides the bloodstains 
from her father’s shooting. Patricia shields Iris from the ugly truth about 
Neil’s murder— that she, not Marcus, made decisions leading to his 
death— but she also raises Iris in the very home in which he was killed.

Whereas Patricia’s politics echo Newton’s proclamation that the Party 
should focus on its survival programs, Neil’s stance on revolutionary 
violence represents the subversive actions Cleaver endorsed to respond 
to COINTELPRO. Neil is angry and disillusioned after the murder of 
two comrades, and he murders a police officer in retaliation. The police 
arrest and threaten Patricia with the possibility of losing custody of Iris, 
so she gives up her comrade and husband to save her child. Qualifying 
that premeditated manslaughter was never the Party’s objective, Patricia 
leads Iris to believe that Neil was an avenging hero, and she allows Mar-
cus to take the blame for naming him as the slain officer’s shooter. Her 
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deception blurs her mores in ways that continue to reverberate for the 
family and its understanding of the Party. For Patricia, Neil is collateral 
damage in ensuring the family’s salvation, but this truth’s suppression 
undermines the family’s domestic space, as both Iris and Jimmy are kept 
in the dark by the custodian of this history.

Like Neil, Jimmy’s character registers the Jim Crow North’s oppres-
sion of black communities and its violent repercussions. With no eco-
nomic prospects beyond the limited money he makes recycling refuse 
for “the man,” Jimmy represents deindustrialized Philadelphia’s struc-
tural inequality. He is disaffected further when the police arrest him, 
beat him, and charge him a fine because he resists capitulating to them. 
Syl Johnson’s classic hard soul song “Is It Because I’m Black?” (1969) 
underscores a poignant scene in which Jimmy evades the police and 
practices shooting a gun. The song’s titular question heightens Jimmy’s 
desperation among abandoned buildings by critiquing institutional rac-
ism’s deferment of his aggregate dreams. Johnson’s song and the camera’s 
composition of the city’s postindustrial vistas lament Jimmy’s frustra-
tions. Night Catches Us climactically ends his struggle with his death, 
which implies the ineffectiveness of retaliatory violence.

The film implies that Jimmy’s death is due as much to his misunder-
standing of the Party’s objectives as it is to the police’s extralegal tactics. 
His knowledge of the Party’s politics is based on the few, misleading 
facts he knows about his uncle’s murder. He is aware of the Party’s heated 
rhetoric, which often professed masculinist notions of protest, but he is 
ignorant of its survival programs and female leadership. Thus, Jimmy’s 
wounded psyche, on the verge of manhood, is beguiled by a children’s 
coloring book, a bogus copy of print media immortalizing the hyper-
masculine image of the Panthers deployed by agents provocateurs. The 
FBI devised and distributed such materials to alienate the organization 
from sponsors and parents participating in its breakfast programs. Ani-
mated in a cartoon sequence that disrupts the realism of Night Catches 
Us, the counterfeit comic portrays the Panthers as hate mongers encour-
aging black children to use guns and knives to initiate confrontations 
with police officers, who in turn are characterized in the coloring book 
as cartoonish pigs assaulted by black communities. Ward Churchill 
posits that the BPP’s central committee decided such violent graph-
ics were inappropriate for children, but agents provocateurs circulated 
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copies of analogous materials in order to demonize the organization. 
Jimmy grapples with this concealed history about COINTELPRO and 
the Panthers’ iconic hypermasculine image, which transcends the Party’s 
self- construction. When Marcus informs him that the comic is an FBI 
conspiracy, Jimmy distrusts Marcus because he resents Marcus’s patri-
archal authority in Patricia’s home. Deluded by the comics, the teenager 
dons the sartorial signifiers of the vanguard— a leather jacket, beret, and 
gun— and starts brushes with the police that lead him to commit murder 
and culminate in his death. With Jimmy’s character, Hamilton stresses 
the importance of discerning the BPP’s misrepresentation in hegemonic 
media and its glamorization in black cultural imaginations.

Hamilton contrasts Jimmy’s susceptibility to his younger cousin’s hy-
perawareness of the past to explore how state suppression affects the 
dominant narrative history of the organization. While Patricia and Mar-
cus struggle to contend with their trauma, Jimmy pays the price for their 
omissions. The family’s trauma, of which Iris is mostly ignorant, also 
hurts her emotionally. The perils of the movement are immediate for her, 
as there is no separation between the past and present in her childhood. 
She matter- of- factly informs Marcus that the FBI still taps the family’s 
phones and that ghosts are “all around us . . . they’re everywhere.” When 
she tears down the wallpaper masking the foyer’s blood- stained plaster, 
she struggles to come to a critical awareness of the past. Whether it is 
the police violence that kills her father or the secrets that preoccupy 
her mother, Iris’s lack of knowledge is a result of the myths perpetuated 
within and outside of the Party. Marcus and Patricia’s forlorn romance 
reiterates these silences’ impact on the rank and file’s personal lives. The 
archetypal black family— like the surrounding community and local 
chapter— is not reconstituted by the film’s end.

Home after the War

In Night Catches Us, Hamilton employs the family’s home to stage the 
Black Panther Party’s gender politics, as the divide between violence 
and programs, and the breakdown between surviving and thriving, is 
gendered in the film. With a history that includes the trans- Atlantic 
slave trade and northern and western migration, African Ameri-
cans’ relationship to the concept of home is taxed further during 
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late- twentieth- century black freedom struggles. In the documentary 
Negroes with Guns, Robert Williams’s wife, Mabel, recalls his desire to 
return to the United States after eight years of exile in Cuba and China. 
She shares that he expressed his desire “to have in our race somebody 
who struggled against a system and went home to Mount Vernon.”46

Fleeing the United States to resist being railroaded for false kidnap-
ping charges, Williams drew on the memory of a founding father and 
plantation estate to convey his longing for an end to his displacement. In 
Hamilton’s melancholic narrative, the country, city, and house are con-
tested spaces. Marcus returns to Philadelphia after his chapter expulsion 
and imprisonment to settle his affairs following his father’s death. His 
arrival forces Patricia to confront the chapter’s history, but their bud-
ding romance does not liberate her from this past trauma. The family 
home sits at the interstices of their political goals and emotional needs, 
wherein the stalled social movement delays their personal liberation.

The couple’s differing perspectives on the house prevent them from 
creating a viable domestic space together. Patricia turns down Marcus’s 
invitation to leave Philadelphia after he accepts an out- of- town job. 
“We’re never gonna be happy here,” he tells her, but she remains rooted 
to the location of her family’s trauma. Patricia’s decision to stay in the 
home suggests that this history has debilitated her. Marcus assures her 
that she can call him “whenever she’s ready,” but the film’s melancholic 
tone implies that she will never leave her house and progress their ro-
mance. Unable to embrace a future with him, Patricia survives the Phila-
delphia black freedom struggle’s violence, but she does not thrive in its 
aftermath. She is active in the community, but she has not recovered 
from her personal loss or the chapter’s demise.

On the contrary, Marcus lives, recovers, and transcends, as he bal-
ances the reclamation of history with its forfeiture. In the film’s closing 
moments, he walks away from the house toward the Cadillac Eldorado 
he has inherited from his father. The extreme wide camera shot positions 
him in relation to the neighborhood and establishes his emotional re-
connection. The closing song, “How I Got Over” (2010) by Philadelphia 
native sons The Roots, a contemporary hip- hop and neo- soul band that 
somberly scores the entire film, rousingly announces Marcus’s immi-
nent well- being. Moreover, “How I Got Over” sonically merges Marcus’s 
soul past and the audience’s hip- hop- infused present, as he presumably 
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heads toward a more liberating future. His leaving is reminiscent of a 
type of mobility with which men have historically been privileged, but 
it also suggests that Patricia’s home is irreparable. Marcus benefits from 
emotional growth, if not romantic coupling or social progress. His de-
parture signals that he has coped with the past and moved beyond its 
melancholic preoccupations.

By contesting popular historical narratives about the Black Panther 
Party, Night Catches Us interrogates the narrow ways public memory 
engages the organization’s history— especially in regard to its political 
power and emotional weight. The film’s title alludes to the allegorical 
end, the “night,” that catches up with its characters. Yet Hamilton de-
nies her audience romanticized closure in regard to the question of the 
Black Power movement’s legacy for its participants and successors. By 
visualizing blacks’ systemic oppression, recounting the Party’s survival 
programs, complicating its gender politics, attesting to its suppression, 
and conceding the personal costs of its struggle, Night Catches Us grieves 
the cultural, economic, and political vestiges left in the wake of the or-
ganization’s passing. However, the film neither mythologizes the Black 
Power era nor rarefies the Black Panther Party.

The film’s narrative resistance is important for post– civil rights audi-
ences’ discernment of this history given public memory’s proclivity for 
sanitizing twentieth- century black freedom struggles. As Herman Gray 
reminds, film, television, documentary, advertising, and music “are the 
chief means by which memory, history, and experience of the past be-
come part of the common sense understanding of the present.”47 Popular 
cultural texts repeatedly render the civil rights movement’s fight against 
the Jim Crow South as a success in order to confirm today’s social prog-
ress. These familiar historical narratives locate racial oppression firmly in 
the past and portray the movement as an ideological consensus aligned 
with long- held American ideals. However, public memory holds no self- 
congratulatory narratives about the Black Power movement’s struggle 
against the Jim Crow North. Popular historical discourse regularly repre-
sents it as a failed campaign with a flawed ideology and untenable strate-
gies. Public memory is uncomfortable with the movement because the 
conditions sparking it are not fixed in the past but still unfolding in the 
present, as contemporary police brutality, segregated public schools, and 
economically devastated black communities evidence.
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The movement’s most cogent historical narratives, such as Night 
Catches Us, are irreconcilably melancholic because its ambitions await 
realization. Such cultural texts wrestle with history to promote the utility 
of past experience and convene shared insight. Similarly, public memory 
must contend with the Jim Crow North precisely because of its unset-
tling history.
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