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ÒÔThe type of people who would resort to violenceÕ: Class and Segregation on the 

Southside of Chicago, 1945-1960 
 

 In May, 1952 the Chicago branch of the American Friends Service Committee 

organized the Housing Opportunities Program to place black ÒpioneersÓ in white 

neighborhoods in order to foster integration and allow for men and women of the two 

races to get Òto know each other as individuals.Ó  Nationally, the Friends not only 

articulated a belief in brotherhood, equality in the sight of God, American democracy, 

and integration, they put their resources behind these values to effect change.  In 

Chicago, the FriendsÕ service worker, James Cassels, attempted to match liberal home 

sellers in various segregated neighborhoods with prospective African-American buyers.  

In the summer of 1953 he successfully paired a home sale between the Lerner family and  

the Mabry family in Merrionette Manor, a lower-middle class duplex area populated by 

returning veterans and their families on the Southside.1   

By the 1950s Chicago had earned the ignominious distinction as the Òmost 

segregated cityÓ in America. Approximately seventy-five percent of African Americans 

lived in just seven of ChicagoÕs seventy-five communities.2  Although segregation was 

never complete, African Americans were generally steered towards the so-called ÒBlack 

BeltÓ on the cityÕs Southside beginning in the early 1900s.  The continuous southern 

                                                 
1 AFSC, ÒSummary of Chicago Housing Opportunities Program After 21 Months,Ó 1/25/54, AFSC 

Papers, Box 86, Folder 16; James Cassels, Confidential Memos, ÒOrganization for Housing PioneersÓ 
1/23/53 and 2/10/53, AFSC Papers, Box 86, Folder 14; Letter from Richard K. Bennett to Joseph Merrion, 
8/26/53, AFSC Papers, Box 86, Folder 12.   

2 Robert Colby Nelson, ÒChicago Racial Housing: How to Erase Slums With Relocation Curbed?Ó 
Christian Science Monitor, 2/5/60, 2. 
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migrations to Chicago throughout the twentieth century intensified the pattern of 

segregation  Unlike other newcomers to the city, as the black population multiplied it did 

not become more extensively dispersed through the city, but rather became more 

concentrated in a few limited areas.3  Gradually liberals in Chicago began to see this 

segregation as a major problem that needed to be dealt with.  According to many 

observers and social activists, middle-class neighborhoods in the city and its suburbs had 

all the necessary ingredients for successful integration: ethnically heterogeneous, well-

educated inhabitants, a variety of religious groups, and citizens who would prefer to 

accept black neighbors rather than give up the amenities that distinguished their 

communities.  ChicagoÕs middle class appeared to validate the arguments of the eraÕs 

influential social scientists such as Gordon W. Allport, whose Òcontact hypothesisÓ 

theorized that intergroup contact had dubious value for diminishing prejudice unless it 

was complemented by an equal status between the accommodating participants and 

supported by local institutions.4  In the late 1950s and early 60s, a coterie of black and 

white liberals undertook a series of efforts to integrate middle-class white neighborhoods 

on the Southside.  

Before the arranged sale and move-in could be completed in Merrionette Manor, 

however, word of the transaction spread among white residents.  In response, the 

Merrionette Manor Improvement Association requested a meeting with the Friends 

                                                 
3 Thomas Philpott, The Slum and the Ghetto: Neighborhood Deterioration and Middle-Class 

Reform, 1880-1930  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 113-114, 142, 161; Herman H. Long and 
Charles S. Johnson, People vs. Property: Race Restrictive Covenants in Housing (Nashville, Fisk Univ. 
Press, 1947), 2; St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton, Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a 
Northern City (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1945), 12; Arnold Hirsch, Making the Second 
Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 4-5.   

4 Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice, (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Co., 
1954). 
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Service Committee.  The members of the Improvement Association maintained that they 

were completely in support of civil rights, and were Òmost eagerÓ to convince the Friends 

that while they were certainly sympathetic with the ideal of Negroes living in their and all 

other communities, they did not think that this was the proper time for integrating 

Merrionette Manor.  They insisted that at this time racial integration Òwould do more 

harm than good and would increase the latent anti-Semitism and anti-Catholicism in the 

community.Ó  The community representatives urged that the move-in be postponed 

because there were a number of Òhot headsÓ who would react with aggression, mainly 

from the nearby working-class enclaves of Trumbull Park and Iron Town.  ÒThese are the 

type of people who would also resort to violence,Ó the Merrionette Manor residents 

reasoned, and the police had been ineffective in dealing with past incidents of racial 

violence.  They also noted that Mr. Mabry, the black man who was moving in, was 

divorced and living with his 13-year old daughter, a situation that  Òwould lead to all sorts 

of rumors.Ó5  The Friends agents responded that Òprejudice is mostly emotional and it 

takes an emotional experience to rid people of their prejudices,Ó which only made the 

Merrionette Manor envoys more agitated.  They claimed that Mabry would soon bring 

relatives with him, property would become devalued, and the flight of residents would 

ensue.  The local rabbi repeatedly expressed that a move-in would awaken much latent 

anti-Semitism in the area, especially with the Lerner family being Jewish.6  

 In the meantime, the Friends Committee also requested a meeting with Joseph 

Merrion, the developer of Merrionette Manor, to explain the CommitteeÕs role in the 

                                                 
5 Yvonne Priest and James Cassels, confidential memorandums, 7/30/53 and 7/31/53 and 

10/15/53, AFSC Papers, Box 86, Folder 14. 
6 Yvonne Priest and James Cassels, confidential memorandums, 7/30/53 and 7/31/53 and 

10/15/53, AFSC Papers, Box 86, Folder 14. 
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integration of the neighborhood.  Merrion, who had earlier quashed a potential sale of a 

Merrionette Manor home to African-Americans after it was advertised in the Chicago 

Defender by informing the seller that he would buy it himself or find a white buyer, and 

then placing a giant ÒsoldÓ sign in front to discourage black shoppers, was not pleased by 

the latest attempt to integrate his development.  Merrion predicted that violence, 

unhappiness, and a loss of property values would result, and it would destroy all he had 

worked so hard to accomplish.  He believed that blacks should have just as good housing 

as whites - he had been a part of private housing projects in the Black Belt and in the 

black suburb of Robbins - but that they wanted to live separately and should not be 

mixed.7   

 In August, the MabryÕs move-in was halted when more of LernerÕs neighbors 

learned of the plan.  Residents demonstrated against the sale, made threatening phone 

calls to Lerner that again warned of ÒoutsidersÓ perpetrating violence, and the 

Improvement Association and Merrion eventually convinced Mr. Mabry to buy another 

house in a different neighborhood.  ÒThe colored man suffered no loss of rights,Ó Merrion 

wrote to the Friends, Òhe was persuaded to exercise the kind of good judgment that is 

indispensable if we are going to work out a patient and peaceable solution to the colored 

problem.  We feel that our action was far more in the public interest than the action of the 

committee as developed by your Mr. Cassels.Ó  The LernerÕs sold the house back to 

Merrion, and the integration of Merrionette Manor was forestalled.8    

                                                 
7 James Cassels interview with Joseph Merrion, 7/31/53, AFSC Papers, Box 86, Folder 12. 
8 Letter from Joseph Merrion to Mr. A. Hurford Crosman, AFSC, Philadelphia, 8/19/53, AFSC 

Papers, Box 86, Folder 12; Jane Reinheimer, Yvonne Priest, ÒMerrionette Manor and Trumbull ParkÓ 
8/19/53, AFSC Papers, Box 86, Box 14; James Cassels, ÒMerrionette ManorÓ 9/10/53, AFSC Papers, Box 
86, Folder 14.  The ÒbuybackÓ or intercession of developers or improvement associations was a common 
segregation tactic in Chicago.  See Negro in Chicago, 133-134; Chicago Tribune, ÒRace War Fades Ð 
Flares Up Again,Ó May 4, 1915. 
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 Similar to the residents of his development, Merrion warned the Friends 

Committee that there would be violence if blacks moved in to the neighborhood, but also 

warned that it would come from ÒoutsideÓ the community and it would be hostility that 

the temperate leaders of Merrionette Manor could not control.9  To the south and east of 

Merrionette Manor were South Deering and South Chicago, neighborhoods that were 

inhabited by the workers at the South Chicago steel mills.  They were mainly the 

descendents of Southern and Eastern Europe and Mexico, and were referred to as Òmill 

kids,Ó Ògreasers,Ó or Òslag shovelersÓ by middle-class Chicagoans who judged them to be 

inherently prone to violence.  Some of this knowledge of violence was gained first hand, 

as Jewish students who attended Bowen High School received routine beatings from 

Serbian, Croatian, and Polish classmates.10  The predictions from Merrion and 

neighborhood residents that working-class ethnics would incite a skirmish over attempts 

at integration proved prophetic almost as soon as they had made them.  On July 30, 1953, 

the same day the Merrionette Manor Improvement Association held a meeting with the 

Friends Committee to discourage the plan to integrate their neighborhood, Betty Howard, 

a light-skinned African-American woman, surreptitiously integrated the Chicago Housing 

AuthorityÕs Trumbull Park homes, directly to the south of Merrionette Manor.  On 

August 5th, having learned that the Howard family was African-American, local teenagers 

showered their home with stones, fireworks, and racial epithets.  In October the Chicago 

                                                 
9 Letter from Joseph Merrion to Mr. A. Hurford Crosman, AFSC, Philadelphia, 8/19/53, AFSC 

Papers, Box 86, Folder 12.  Although it seems doubtful that working-class ethnics would enter Merrionette 
Manor to enforce that neighborhoodÕs segregation, there was a degree of mobility among those who 
designated themselves the physical enforcers of the color line.  Rev. Daniel Cantwell was shocked to find 
that among the rioters at the Fernwood disturbance in 1947 were many who came from distances as far as 
four miles away to do Òwhat seemed to be a duty.Ó Daniel Cantwell, ÒRiot Spirit in Chicago,Ó Negro Digest 
9 (Oct 1951), 45.   

10 Louis Rosen, The South Side: The Racial Transition of an American Neighborhood (Chicago: 
Ivan R. Dee, 1998), 49, 80, 94; Jay Golden interview, 2/16/07. 
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Housing Authority moved ten more black families into the project, and the assaults 

renewed, with only the presence of substantial numbers of Chicago police preventing an 

all-out riot.  Aggression  at the project continued for the rest of the decade, and it was not 

until the mid-1960s that blacks felt safe using local parks without police escort.11         

 As these episodes suggest, divergent methods of segregating African-Americans 

from European-Americans developed along lines of class and respectability in the middle 

of the twentieth century.  The historian Wendy Plotkin notes that an examination of 

realtor sources from the 1920s suggests there was Òan element of professional 

ÔpolitenessÕÓ in their restrained discussions of race restrictions.12  Although middle-class 

whites in Hyde Park and Woodlawn, areas close to the Black Belt, were very willing to 

utilize violence to restrict or remove African-Americans in the 1910s and 1920s, 

gradually physical force fell into disrepute among higher-status whites as a method of 

Òhemming inÓ black Americans.  In 1950, when black migration into sections of Hyde 

Park renewed in large numbers, a community meeting was held among whites in the 

neighborhood.  When the option of mob action was presented, the collection of middle-

class whites reacted with abhorrence, as they found the idea of organized violence 

Òshocking.Ó13  In middle-class circles, the use of social violence as a mechanism to deal 

with conflict gradually came to be seen as something that was indecent and unsuitable.  

Being middle class meant attaining a higher sense of refinement, and gaining a certain 

amount of control in the struggle against human passions.  The middle class on the 

                                                 
11 Arnold R. Hirsch, ÒMassive Resistance in the Urban North: Trumbull Park, Chicago, 1953-

1966,Ó Journal of American History 82, (Sep., 1995), 522-550; William Kornblum, Blue Collar Community 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 2, 82, 207-8. 

12 Plotkin, 255-6. 
13 Negro in Chicago, 134; Julia Abrahamson, A Neighborhood Finds Itself (New York: Harper & 

Brothers, 1959), 35. 
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Southside did not abandon racist ideologies or the drive for segregation, but it used more 

palatable methods for firming up race boundaries such as legally binding restrictive 

covenants, lawsuits, and civic-oriented improvement associations, creating a distinctly 

middle-class form of racial exclusion.14  In their orientation for upward mobility, the 

middle class had gained the knack for human relations; what the social commentator 

David Reisman called the Òother-directed typeÓ: a desire not only for tolerance, but also 

for approval from others.  White-collar work involved Òprimarily getting along with 

people,Ó Reisman noted, Òthey saw advancement Ð and, beyond that, happiness Ð in terms 

of improving their social skills.Ó15  However, in their identity as middle-class whites, 

there were also limits to their acceptance and sociability.  Their work had not only taught 

them the advantages of business-like amiability, but also that they were part of a system 

Òwhere thereÕs always someone waiting to kick you in the teeth in a nice way.Ó16  The use 

of restrictive covenants, handshake agreements among realtors, and improvement 

associations as methods to maintain racial homogeneity seemed a great deal more 

respectable than the ÒbarbaricÓ violent methods of working-class white ethnics. 

While middle-class whites turned to legal methods of segregation, working class 

ethnics in Chicago staked out their territory through force and intimidation.  Beginning 

the in the 1910s working-class ethnics staked Wentworth Avenue as the westernmost 

barrier of the Black Belt, and enforced this line through physical coercion.  A portentous 

sign of the post-WWII battles over living space was the fracas at emergency housing set 

up for returning veterans near Midway Airport in 1946.  A mob of three-thousand whites 

                                                 
14 Hirsch, Making of the Second Ghetto, 217.  Hirsch referred to restrictive covenants a Òmiddle-

class tool.Ó  
15 David Reisman, The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing American Character (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1950), 47-8. 
16 John P. Marquand, Point of No Return (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1949), 138.   
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gathered to stop black veterans from inhabiting the homes.  The throng was successful in 

keeping blacks out of the housing project, thereby signaling to other whites in Chicago 

that violence was an effective measure for maintaining racial homogeneity.17  The 

Chicago Defender called it the cityÕs Òworst instance of race-inspired violence in nearly 

30 years,Ó but it would prove tame in comparison to what was to come.  Mob actions 

against African-American residents in white working-class communities continued to 

plague Chicago into the 1960s, enforcing segregation and generating fear and suspicion 

between blacks and whites.  Arnold Hirsch found  that the common denominator among 

rioters at all of the major disturbances involving integration was that they were a mixture 

of Catholic working-class ethnics.18   

Respectability was not the bastion of the middle-class.  Working-class 

communities, with their insularity, sometimes even had more restrictive standards of 

propriety.19  But respectability differed along class lines.  Violence in working class 

communities, for instance, was often a way to show that one could defend himself, his 

family, and his community.20  Like a racially restrictive covenant, however, the use of 

violence could help to firm up any lingering doubts about oneÕs place in the racial 

hierarchy.  James FarrellÕs Tony Rabuski was deeply wounded by his designation as a 

ÒPolack,Ó but also knew that there was one name even worse than that Ð Ònigger.Ó ÒIf you 

                                                 
17 Arnold Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960 (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1998), 245. 
18 Louis Washington, ÒA Study of Restrictive Covenants in ChicagoÓ MA Thesis, U of C, 1948, 

29-30; Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto, 81-85.  
19 For stern standards of respectability in working-class communities, see Harvey Warren 

Zorbaugh, The Gold Coast and the Slum: A Sociological Study of Chicago’s Near North Side (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1929), 131, 224; Ruth Shonle Cavan and Katherine Howland Ranck, The 
Family and the Depression: A Study of One Hundred Chicago Families (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1938), 56; Louis Wirth noted that some Yiddish newspapers in Chicago ran a regular column entitled 
ÒGallery of Deserting HusbandsÓ in which pictures of the culprits appeared.  Louis Wirth, The Ghetto 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1928), 146.  

20 Neighborhood violence was usually, but not exclusively, practiced by men. 
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could be called a ÔPolack,Õ you weren't considered white.  Well, when he beat them up, 

was he or wasnÕt he white?  They knew.  After the way he clouted these black ones, how 

could the other kids not say that Tony Rabuski wasnÕt white?Ó21  

 Yet, as evidenced in the attempts to integrate Merrionette Manor, middle-class 

whites also benefited from the threat of physical aggression to avert African-Americans 

from moving into white neighborhoods.  Middle-class whites long claimed that racial 

troublemakers were ÒoutsidersÓ or Òhoodlums,Ó the Chicago Commission on Race 

Relations in 1922 concluded that  Òthe fact that the hoodlum is permitted to terrorize and 

mistreat Negroes without serious protest from whites is an indication that the hoodlum 

expresses what the white community feels.Ó  Another city official noted that Òmen and 

women of good standing in white society condone much that they would hesitate to do in 

person; and by their failure to protest prove themselves equally responsible for the 

results.Ó22  Indeed, in the midst of the daily assaults launched on black families in 

Trumbull Park, improvement associations from the South Side, including middle-class 

areas such as Chatham and South Shore, banded together not to make remonstration 

against the treatment received by black newcomers, but instead organized a petition for 

Mayor Kennelly signed by 17,000 residents demanding that police protection for blacks 

in Trumbull Park and other areas of racial tension be limited so that the ÒoverextendedÓ 

police could do an effective job for the rest of the Òtaxpayers.Ó  The petition protested 

Òpolice protection to a fewÓ at a cost of two million dollars and asked that the city Òlimit 

all police protection accorded residents of this city upon the establishment of a new 

                                                 
21 James T. Farrell, ÒThe Fastest Runner on Sixty-first Street,Ó in Chicago Stories (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1998), 221. 
22 Chicago Commission on Race Relations, The Negro in Chicago: A Study of Race Relations and 

a Race Riot (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1922), 127-182, 293; Defender, ÒTells Conference 
About Negroes as NeighborsÓ 5/4/60. 
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domicile to a period not to exceed 24 hours, regardless of the race, the color, or the creed 

of such residents.Ó23  

The use of violence also had a racialized class component among white groups.  

In a 1930 survey of racial sentiments in Wakeford and Park Manor, none of the 

respondents feared the Òencroachment of Negroes,Ó expressing Òabsolute confidence,Ó in 

their racially restrictive real estate agreements.  The pastor of Park Manor Congregational 

Church was sure that the ÒNegro problemÓ would never come within their community.  

ÒIf the restriction in the district canÕt keep them out,Ó he said, Òthe Irish will.Ó24  Later in 

1960, a very different type of action also conjured the specter of ethnic violence, as 

residents of West Chatham undertook an interracial effort to thwart the predatory 

practices of the real estate industry.  Twenty activists uprooted and burned about a dozen 

illegal Òfor saleÓ signs that had been put up to encourage neighborhood panic and white 

flight.  Irate white homeowners tossed Òmild epithetsÓ at the activists, and one woman 

declared, ÒIf the Irish were here, this wouldnÕt happen.  You ought to be shot, and theyÕd 

do it.Ó25   

Although there were several Irish among the interracial activists, the message was 

clear: violence was something carried out by unassimilated Irish ethnics, and sometimes 

it could prove very useful to racial containment.  With the memory of the harsh actions of 

the Irish street gang RagenÕs Colts during the race riot of 1919 seared into the collective 

conscious of Chicago, they Irish were easily referenced as the brute constables of the 

                                                 
23 Chicago Tribune, Ò17,000 To Urge Limit On Police in Race Tension: Mayor Will Receive Plea 

Tomorrow,Ó February 16, 1954, A12; Chicago Tribune, ÒTwo Alderman Back Limit on Housing Guard: 
Mayor Will Receive Petition Today,Ó February 17, 1954, B9. 

24 Morgan S. Odell, ÒUnited Religious Survey of the Greater Grand Crossing Area,Ó 1929-1930, 
Ernest Burgess Papers, Box 135, Folder 1.  

25 Harry Swegle, ÒBurn ÔBlockbusterÕ Signs in Chatham: Police Break Up Protest Against ÔPanic 
Peddlers,ÕÓ Chicago Daily News May, 11, 1960; ÒCivic Group Plans Raid on SignsÓ, Southtown Economist, 
May 4, 1960; Southtown Economist May 15, 1960 (CJEG 44). 
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cityÕs color line.26  The minister of Park Manor Congregational not only identified the 

Irish as the neighborhood enforcers, he reveled in the protection he imagined they 

provided for his white flock.  Likewise, the residents of Merrionette Manor never 

threatened that they would actually use violent methods to keep blacks out, but they did 

utilize the menace of their ethnic, working-class neighbors, who they knew would be 

more than willing to mete out physical hostility.  Racial violence to enforce segregation 

was the means to an end than many whites agreed upon, but is uses also served to 

distinguish and differentiate whites along lines of class. 

 

                                                 
26 For the role of the RagenÕs Colts Òathletic clubÓ in racial violence, see The Negro In Chicago, 

12-14, 54-55, 293.  The Courier, ÒIrish Rule Chicago,Ó Dec. 26, 1949, ACLU Papers, Box 7, Folder 5.  The 
editorial from the prominent black newspaper argued that Irish Catholics, due to their history, should join 
with other minority groups in fighting injustice and noted how African-Americans had been inspired by 
Irish freedom fighters such as Robert Emmett and Eamon de Valera.  Instead of seeing the common cause 
with black Americans, though, the editorial lamented how ChicagoÕs Irish had practiced Òhatred and 
intoleranceÓ like a Òbrood of vipersÓ and had played an outsized role in race riots back to 1919. 


