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ODhe type of people who would resort to violence® Class and Segregation on the
Southside of Chicago, 19451960

In May, 1952 he Chicago branch of the American Friends Service Committee
organized the Housng Oppottunities Program to place black (pioneersOin white
neghboihoodsin oder to foger integration and allow for men and women of the two
races to get @o knoweach other as individuds.O Nationdly, the Friendsnotonly
articulated abelief in brotherhood, gudity in thesight of God, American democracy,
and integration, ey putthear resources behind these vaues to efect change In
Chicago, he FriendOservice worker, James Cassels, atempted to match liberal home
sellersin vaioussegregated neghbohoodswith progpective African-American buyes.
In the summer of 1953 e successfully pared a home sale beween the Lerner family and
the Mabry family in Merriondte Manor, alower-middle class duplkex area popukted by
retuming veeransand their families on he Southsde*

By the 1950sChicago hal earned the ignoniniousdistinction & the Gnost
segregated dtyOin America. Approximately seventy-five percent of African Americans
lived in just seven of Chicago® seventy-five communities.?> Although sgregaion was
never complete, African Americanswere generally steered towards the so-called (Black

BeltOon the city@ Southsde beginning in the early 1900s The continuoussouthern
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migrations to Chicago throughoutthe twentieth century intengfied the patern of
segregaion Unlike other newcomers to thecity, as the black popuktion nultiplied it did
not become more extensvely dispersed through te city, butrather became more
concentrated in afew limited aeas.® Gradualy liberalsin Chicago beyan to see this
segregation & a major problem tha needed to bededlt with. According t many
obsrvers and da activists, middle-class naghbohoodsin thecity and its subutbs had
al the necessary ingredients for successful integration: ethnically heterogeneous well-
educated inhabitants, avariety of religiousgroups and dtizenswho would prefer to
accept black naghboss rather than give up he amenities that distinguished thar
communities. Chicago® middle class sppeared to validate the arguments of the era®@
influential sodal scientists such as Gordon W. Allport, whose Gontact hypothesisO
theorized tha intergroup contact had dubbusvdue for diminishing prgudice unless it
was complemented by an equd status beween the accommodding paticipants and
suppoted by local ingitutions” In thelate 1950sand early 60s acoterie of black and
white liberals undetook a series of efforts to integrate middle-class white neighbohoods
on the Southdde

Before thearranged sale and nove-in could becompleted in Merrionette Manor,
however, word of the transaction gread among white residents. In respon, the

Merriondte Manor Improvement Assodation requested ameeting with the Friends

3 Thomas Phil pott, The Slum and the Ghetto: Neighborhood Deterioration and Middle-Class
Reform, 1880-1930 (New Y ork: 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 Y ork: 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.

* Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice, (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Co.,
1954).



Service Committee. The members of the Improvement Assodation meintained tha they
were completely in suppot of civil rights, and were Gnost eagerOto convince the Friends
tha while they were certainly sympathetic with theideal of Negroeslivingin their and dl
other communities, they did notthink that this was the prope time for integrating
Merriondte Manor. They indsted tha at this time racial integration Qvould do rore
harm than good ad would increase the latent anti-Semitism and anti-Catholicism in the
community.O The community representatives urged tha the move-in bepostponel
because there were a number of (ot headsOwho would react with aggression, neinly
from the nearby working-class endaves of Trumbull Park and Iron Town. (rhese are the
type of people who would dso resort to violence,Othe Merrionette Manor residents
reasoned, and the police had been ineffective in dealing with past inddents of racial
violence. They aso notd tha Mr. Mabry, the black man who was moving in, was
divorced and living with his 13-year old daughter, asituation tha Qvould lead to all sorts
of rumors.3 The Friendsagents responded that (prejudice is mostly emotiond and it
takes an emotiond experience to rid people of ther prejudices,Owhich only madethe
Merriondte Manor envoys more agitated. They claimed tha Mabry would soon bring
relatives with him, propaty would become devalued, and the flight of residents would
ensue Thelocal rabbi repeatedly expressed tha a move-in would avaken much latent
anti-Semitism in the area, especialy with the Lerner family beng Jwish.®

In the meantime, the Friends Committee aso requested ameeting with Joseph

Merrion, he develope of Merriondte Manor, to explain the Committee® role in the
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integration ofthe neéghborhood. Merrion, who hed 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 tha hewould buy t himself or find awhite buye, and
then placing agiant GoldOsign in front to discourage black shoppers, was not pleased by
thelatest attempt to integrate his development. Merrion predicted that violence,
unhapiness, and aloss of propeaty values would result, and it would destroy dl hehad
worked 0 had to accomplish. He bdieved tha blacks should hare jug as good hoging
as whites - hehad been a pat of private housng piojects in the Black Belt and in the
black subuib of Robbins- buttha they wanted to live separately and should notbe
mixed.’

In Augug, the Mabry@ move-in was hadted when more of Lerner@ neéghbors
learned of the plan. Residents demondrated againg the sale, made threatening phone
callsto Lerner that again warned of WutsidersOpeapetrating violence, and the
Improvement Assodation and Merrion eventudly convinced Mr. Mabry to buy another
house in adifferent néghborhood. @he colored man suffered no bss of rights,OMerrion
wrote to the Friends (e was parsuaded to exercise thekind of good pdgment tha is
indispensable if we are going o work outa paient and peceable solution  the colored
problem. We feel tha our action was far more in the publc interest than the action ofthe
committee as developed by yourMr. Cassels.O The Lerner@ sold the hous back to

Merrion, and theintegration of Merrionette Manor was forestalled
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Similar to theresidents of his development, Merrion warned the Friends
Committee tha there would beviolence if blacks moved in to the neghbohood, butaso
warned tha it would come from @utsideOthe community and it would behodility that
the temperate leaders of Merrionete Manor could notcontrol.® To the south and esst of
Merriondte Manor were South Deering and Suth Chicago, neghbohoodstha were
inhabited by heworkers at the South Chicago deel mills. They were mainly the
descendents of Southern and Eastern Europeand Mexico, and were referred to as Onill
kids OQyreasers,Oor Glag shovdersOby middle-class Chicagoans who judged them to be
inheently proneto violence. Some of this knowledge of violence was ganed first hand,
as Jewish gudents who atended Bowen High Sthool received routine beatingsfrom
Serbian, Qroaian, and Polish dassmates.’® The predictionsfrom Merrion and
neighboihood esidents tha working-class ethnics would indte a skirmish ove atempts
at integration pioved prophdic dmog as soon & they had madethem. On July 30, 1953,
the same day the Merrionette Manor Improvement Assodation heéd ameeting with the
FriendsCommittee to discourage the plan to integrate ther naghbohood, Betty Howard,
alight-skinned African-American woman, surreptitioudy integrated the Chicago Housng
Authority@ Trumbull Park horres, directly to the south of Merrionette Manor. On
Augus 5", having learned that the Howard family was African-American, local teenagers

showered ther home with dones, fireworks, and racial epithets. In Octobea the Chicago
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Housng Authority moved ten more black families into the project, and the assaults
renewed, with only the presence of subdantial numbers of Chicago polce preventing an
al-outriot. Aggression d the project continued for therest of the decade, and it was not
untl the mid-1960stha blacks felt safe usng local paks withoutpolice escort.*

As these episodes suggest, divergent methodsof segregating African-Americans
from European-Americans developead dong ines of class and respectability in the middle
of thetwentieth century. The historian Wendy Rotkin noes tha an examinaion of
realtor sources from the 1920ssuggests there was Gin dement of professiond
(oliteness@®in their restrained discussionsof race restrictions*? Although niddle-class
whites in Hyde Park and Woodlawn, aeas close to the Black Belt, were very willing ©
utilize violence to restrict or remove African-Americansin the 1910sand 1920s
gradudly physcal forcefell into disrepute anong highe-status whites as a method of
hemming inOblack Americans In 190, when black migration into sectionsof Hyde
Park renewed in large numbers, acommunity meeting wes hdd anong whitesin the
neghbohood. When the option of mob action was presented, the collection of middle-
class whites reacted with abhorence, as they found theidea of organized violence
Ghoking.®® In middle-class circles, the use of soda violence as a mechanism to dedl
with conflict gradudly came to beseen as something tha was indecent and unsuitable.
Being mddle class meant ataining ahighe sense of refinement, and ganing acertain

amountof control in thestruggle agang human passions The middle class on the
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Southsdedid notabandon ecist ideologies or the drive for segregation, butit used more
pdatable methodsfor firming up ece boundaies such as legdly binding restrictive
covenants, lawsuits, and civic-oriented improvement assodations creating adistincly
middle-class form of racial excluson* In their orientation for upward mobility, the
middle class had ganed the knack for human relations what the soda commentator
David Reisman called the ther-directed typeQ adesire notonly for tolerance, butaso
for approval from others. White-collar work involved @rimarily getting dong with
people,OReisman noed, Ghey saw advancement Pand, begond ha, happiness Bin terms
of improving their social skills.3®> However, in their identity as middle-class whites,
there were aso limits to their acceptance and ciability. Ther work had not only taught
them the advantages of busness-like amiability, butdso tha they were part of a system
Quhere there( dways someonewaiting © kick you in theteeth in anice way.3° Theuse
of restrictive covenants, handshake agreements among realtors, and improvement
assodationsas methodsto maintain racial honmogenaty seemed agreat deal more
respectable than the arbaricOviolent methodsof working-class white ethnics.

While middle-class whites turned to legd methodsof segregation, working class
ethnics in Chicago gaked outthar territory through force and intimidaion. Beginning
thein the 1910sworking-class ethnics staked Wentworth Avenueas the westernmogt
barier of the Black Belt, and enforced this linethrough phygcal coercion. A portentous
sign ofthe pos-WWII batles over living gace was the fracas a emergency housng st

up for returning veterans near Midway Airport in 1946. Amob of three-thousand whites
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gahered to gop black veterans from inhabiting the homes. Thethrong was successful in
keeping blacks out of the housng pioject, thereby signding o other whitesin Chicago
tha violence was an efective measure for maintaining racial honogeneity.*” The
Chicago Defender called it the city@ Quorst ingance of race-ingired violence in nearly
30 years,Obutit would prove tame in comparison t wha was to come. Mob actions
agang African-American residents in white working-class communities continued to
plague Chicago into the 1960s enforcing segregation and ganerating fear and suspicion
between blacks and whites. Arnold Hirsch found that the common denomnaor anong
rioters a al of the mgjor disturbances involving integration was tha they were a mixture
of Catholic working-class ethnics.*®

Respectability was notthe bastion ofthe middle-class. Working-class
communities, with thar insularity, sometimes even had more restrictive ssandads of
propriety.’® But respectability differed dongclasslines. Violencein working dass
communities, for ingance, was often away to show tha onecould déend himself, his
family, and his community.?® Like aracially restrictive covenant, however, the use of
violence could hdp to firm up ay lingaing doubs aboutone3 place in the racial
hierarchy. James Farrell@ Tony Rabuski was desply woundel by his designaion & a

QPolack,Obut dso knaw that there was onename even worse than that © (higge.OQf you
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could becalled a @olack,Oyou weren't conddered white. Well, when he best them up,
was heor wasn®hewhite? They knew. After theway hecdouted these black ones, how
could the other kids notsay tha Tony Rebuski wasn®white?G*

Y et, as evidenced in the attempts to integrate Merriondte Manor, middle-class
whites dso benefited from the threat of physcal aggression o avert African-Americans
from moving into white ndghbohoods Middle-class whites longclaimed that racial
troublemakers were utsidersOor oodums,Othe Chicago Commission a Race
Relationsin 1922conduded that @hefact tha the hoodlim is pemitted to terrorize and
mistreat Negroes without seriousprotest from whites is an indication tha the hoodum
expresses what the white community feels.O Another city official noted that Gnen and
women of good $anding in white sodety condonemuch tha they would hesitate to do n
person; and by har failure to protest prove themselves equdly responsble for the
results.G® Indeed, in themidgt of the daly assaults launched on bbck familiesin
Trumbull Park, improvement assodationsfrom the South Sde, induding middle-class
areas such as Chaham and Suth Shore, bandal together notto make remondration
agang thetreatment received by black newcomers, butingead organized a petition for
Mayor Kennelly signed by 17,000 esidents damanding tha police protection for blacks
in Trumbull Park and oher areas of racial tenson belimited s tha the verextendedO
police could do @ effective job for therest of the Qaxpayers.O The petition potested
(police protection o afewOa acos of two million dolars and asked tha the city Qimit

al police protection accorded residents of this city upon he establishment of anew
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domcile to apeiod notto exceed 24 hous, regardless of therace, the color, or the creed
of such residents.&°

Theuse of violence dso had aracialized class componeit anong white groups
In a1930 sirvey of racial sentiments in Wakeford and Park Manor, nore of the
respondants feared the Gncroachment of Negroes,Oexpressing Gbsolute confidence,Oin
thar racially restrictive real estate agreements. The pastor of Park Manor Congregaiond
Church was sure tha the ONegro problemOwould never come within their community.
Of therestriction in the district can®keep them outOhesaid, Ghelrish will.3* Later in
196(Q avery different type of action dso conjured the specter of ethnic violence, as
residents of West Chaham undetook an interracial effort to thwart the predaory
practices of thereal estate indugry. Twenty activists uprooted and buned aboutadozen
illegd Gor saleOsgnstha had been putup © encourage ndghbahood paic and white
flight Irate white homeowners tossed Onild epithetsOat the activists, and onewoman
declared, Of the Irish were here, this wouldn®happen. You oughtto beshot, and they@
do it.3°

Although here were severa Irish among heinterracial activists, the message was
clear: violence was something carried outby unasimilated Irish ehnics, and sometimes
it could provevery useful to racial containment. With the memory of the harsh actionsof
the Irish sreet gang Ragen@ Colts during therace riot of 1919 sared into the collective

congiousof Chicago, they Irish were easily referenced as the brute congables of the
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city@ color line? Theminister of Park Manor Congregationd notonly identified the
Irish as the naghbohoodenforcers, hereveled in the protection heimagined they
provided for his white flock. Likewise, theresidents of Merriondte Manor never
threatened that they would actudly use violent methodsto keep blacks out, but they did
utilize the menace of thar ethnic, working-class neighbors, who they knewv would be
more than willing © mete out physcal hogility. Racial violence to enforce segregation
was the meansto an end than many whites agreed upon, butis uses dso srved to

distinguish and differentiate whites dong Ines of class.
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