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At 2:30 p.m. on Saturday, January 15, 1938, William Glover, a fifty-six-year-old black porter working in Memphis, Tennessee, awoke to the sound of police officers banging on his door. One of the officers informed Glover that the chief of police needed to speak with him, and without further information they placed Glover in their car and drove him to the police station. Once at the station, three officers put Glover in an interrogation room and berated him for allegedly having an affair with a white woman, Miss Duke. Glover roundly denied the accusations, but with each denial the officers only became more vehement. One officer declared, “You remember that nigger George Brooks that was killed, you may join him before the day is over.” Police then moved Glover to a cell, where he stayed for several hours. Later in the evening, officers brought Glover to Chief William D. Lee’s office, where he interrogated Glover himself. Lee struck Glover several times with his fists, pulled out his blackjack, and, as Glover attempted to protect himself from the blows, said, “Take your God damn black hand down I want to beat your head!” Lee beat his victim so ferociously that he knocked a hole in his forehead. Glover received no medical attention while in custody and was not allowed to contact his family for forty-eight hours. The police held him until Monday morning, when officers took him to the Pullman office and made him resign his job. They then brought him back to the station, where they held him until his wife came and paid the police twenty-five dollars. Officers then took Glover to the train station, where he joined his wife and relatives, and they boarded a train and left Memphis.1

Unfortunately, William Glover’s treatment at the hands of police was part of a decades-long effort by southern law enforcement to maintain the Jim Crow racial hierarchy through violence and intimidation of African Americans.2 In his seminal study of the Jim Crow South, Gunnar Myrdal stated, “The Negro’s most important public contact is with the policeman. He is the personification of white authority in the Negro community.”3 Since the publication of Myrdal’s study in 1944, scholars of the Jim Crow South and African American history have reiterated this theme, especially the role of southern police officers as enforcers of Jim Crow laws and customs among the black community.4 In this role, law enforcement officers engaged with African American communities in racially discriminatory, abusive, and often violent ways. How police officers enforced Jim Crow ranged from writing a ticket or arresting an African American for violating segregation ordinances to acting as judge, jury, and executioner when killing black southerners who violated the many social mores and customs of Jim Crow. As historian Leonard N. Moore stated, as African Americans “tested the limits of segregation . . . conflict with police was inevitable.”5 As the case of William Glover demonstrated, African Americans often found themselves at the mercy of brutal police treatment.

Yet, despite the obvious importance of the police to the experience of African Americans in the Jim Crow South, there is a surprising lack of scholarship exploring the development of southern police forces that served such a vital function in southern society.6 The role of the police officer as the agent of white supremacy in the black community, as described by Myrdal and as experienced by William Glover, was the result of a series of developments that occurred throughout the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century South. The end of Reconstruction brought about a period of vast economic and demographic change throughout the region, and—although the southern economy remained tied to agriculture and the production of cash crops, such as cotton—extractive industries and manufacturing expanded at a rapid pace. Railroads spread across the former Confederacy, and the region became more interconnected than ever before. Economic expansion and improved transportation ushered in an era of unprecedented urban growth.7 Southern boosters coined the phrase “New South” to describe these changes, and state politicians and businessmen sought to develop an economy more aligned with that of the industrialized North.8

As the economy of the urban South expanded and more job opportunities became available, the southern demographic landscape became more urbanized. By 1950, twenty-five of the one hundred most populous American cities were in the former Confederacy, with a combined population of 5,936,259.9 The movement and concentration of hundreds of thousands of black and white southerners into urban spaces provided new opportunities in terms of employment, leisure activities, and experiences, but also presented many new challenges to residents and city officials alike. Old, traditional ways of social control seemed inadequate in these growing urban spaces. During the first half of the twentieth century, local officials and the wider public became increasingly focused on problems of crime and violence in southern cities.

Race, Crime, and Policing in the Jim Crow South explores the ways in which southern city officials responded to these demographic and economic changes through a sustained investment in and a significant expansion of the criminal justice apparatus. In the late nineteenth century, formal criminal justice institutions remained relatively weak in the region. Yet, as part of a larger effort to reestablish white supremacy and black subordination in the wake of emancipation, southerners attempted a multipronged approach. Southern states introduced debt peonage and convict leasing during the late nineteenth century as one method of controlling African Americans. These “legal” practices coexisted with such extralegal methods of enforcing black subordination as lynching.10 Yet, as increasing numbers of black southerners migrated to cities below the Mason-Dixon line beginning in the early twentieth century, and especially during the late 1920s and 1930s, white southerners turned to the formal institutions with greater enthusiasm as informal methods of social control became seemingly ineffective or damaging to the reputation and economic viability of southern cities and towns.11 In response, formal criminal justice institutions, such as the police, became more robust, violent toward African Americans, and they largely assumed the responsibility of enforcing Jim Crow laws and customs on the swelling urban black populations. Thus, what Myrdal described in 1944 represented the culmination of several decades of work by southern city officials to develop criminal justice institutions as efficient and effective tools in the fight to maintain black subservience in the expanding and increasingly complex urban environments. The growth and modernization of southern police departments occurred largely as a response to the surge in black urban residents and growing fears of black criminality during the 1920s and 1930s.

But this is more than a study of institutional developments or an examination of the role of police officers in maintenance of white supremacy in Jim Crow South. Race, Crime, and Policing in the Jim Crow South traces the way African Americans in the urban South responded to the development of police departments between 1920 and 1945. Keenly aware of the racially discriminatory and violent nature of southern police departments, African Americans worked to reform policing in ways that would benefit black communities. In response to attacks on black residents, as in the case of William Glover, African Americans often expressed their disdain with violent policing strategies and seeming lack of interest on the part of law enforcement in crimes committed against them. These criticisms notwithstanding, black residents also voiced a desire for the police to become more involved in their communities. In response to several killings in the late 1920s, an editorial published on April 14, 1928, in the Louisiana Weekly articulated many African Americans’ views on the relationship between law enforcement, or lack thereof, and crime. “Negroes continue to kill one another and get away with it in this city while the police wink at the crime because only the colored man in involved,” the writer stated. The editorialist bemoaned the unwillingness of the local criminal justice institutions to appropriately punish African Americans accused of committing crimes against black residents. The writer concluded, “The good citizens of New Orleans must form a committee to combat the rising menace of lawlessness within our group and seek to have those guilty punished, thereby checking crime and making our homes safer. We have the laws, but need them enforced.”12

Much of this desire stemmed from the seemingly intractable problem of crime in black neighborhoods. During the Jim Crow era, African American communities often faced much higher rates of crime and violence than white communities experienced. Crime rates are in many ways social constructs and often reflect simply who the police and other law enforcement agencies decide to arrest or prosecute. As a result, higher arrest rates for African Americans for vagrancy or disorderly conduct did not indicate that African Americans were more likely to engage in this kind of behavior, but merely that law enforcement was likely to arrest black citizens for these issues at higher rates.13 In addition to the criminalizing of certain behaviors and the racially discriminatory way that police officers enforced public safety violations, a variety of institutional barriers, such as inadequate housing, a lack of employment opportunities, and few city services, created conditions that also contributed to high rates of crime in black communities.14 In response to these issues, black urban dwellers, largely from the black middle class, expressed concerns over criminal activity or delinquency in their communities and believed that law enforcement could play a role in reducing those occurrences. These concerns peaked in the late 1920s and 1930s as a crime panic swept the nation. In response to this panic, black writers and activists repeatedly demanded, among other things, better and more equitable policing in black neighborhoods. For many black residents in southern cities, law enforcement offered one potential remedy to the problem of crime in black neighborhoods.

Emphasizing the attempts by black residents to reform the police, a force created, funded, and utilized to maintain black subordination, in an effort to try to improve black communities, is only part of the story. In the Jim Crow South, African American demands placed on civic institutions often met with little official response. Lack of political power and the racist zeitgeist of the Jim Crow era almost ensured that encouraging law enforcement officers to do more to combat crime in black neighborhoods or requesting that they make arrests in cases with black victims only went so far. Thus, African American victims and witnesses to criminal activity were forced to work through and at times with racist police departments. Yet, through processes of adaptation and negotiation with law enforcement officers, African Americans capitalized on the growing presence of police in black neighborhoods to promote the interests of those communities.15 During the late 1920s and 1930s, as Jim Crow police forces modernized and became more focused on controlling swelling black populations, black crime victims and witnesses deployed several strategies designed to manipulate the police into serving their interests by enforcing laws in black neighborhoods. These strategies are not evident in the pages of the black press or in the official pronouncements or publications of black organizations. Instead, they appear in the street-level interactions that occurred between African Americans and the police.

These interactions included moments when individual officers and African Americans engaged each other during investigations of crimes in black neighborhoods. This is largely how the black working class engaged with the police. While middle-class activists and writers often bemoaned the inequitable treatment black communities suffered at the hands of the police and called for improved and equal treatment for African Americans in the criminal justice system, working-class African Americans attempted to extract more equitable treatment through the police differently. Throughout investigations, African American victims and witnesses influenced the way officers conducted their investigations in myriad ways that often increased the likelihood that an arrest would be made. Because of their centrality to police investigations of crimes in black communities, African Americans proved capable of using the police for their own benefit. More so than written critiques or organizational activism, street-level interactions also provide insight into the strategies utilized by working-class African Americans, who did not primarily voice their opinions through the black press or in largely middle-class organizations, but instead demonstrated their views through actions that are recorded in police and court records.

The expansion and modernization of southern police departments and the efforts of African Americans to use those forces to ameliorate problems of crime in black communities led to interesting moments of interaction. Take, for instance, the case of George Gordon. On May 30, 1937, forty-eight-year-old Gordon, a black porter, left his job at an auditorium just before midnight and walked down North Main Street in Memphis. He eventually crossed paths with forty-four-year-old black male Sherman Miles, and minutes later Gordon stabbed Miles in the stomach. By 12:45 a.m., witnesses transported Miles to the John Gaston Hospital, where he spent the last hours of his life. Shortly after his arrival, hospital officials called and reported the stabbing to the Memphis Police Department (MPD). Officers Bauer and McReight proceeded to the scene and arrested Gordon at the auditorium, where he sat awaiting their arrival. Following the arrest, police interrogated Gordon, who claimed, “Miles came on him with a knife and that he knocked the knife from his hand and then picked it up and stabbed Miles in the stomach.” In addition to Gordon’s testimony, at least five other African American witnesses recorded statements with police. Abe Moore insisted that he “was talking with Gordon and that Miles came walking south on Main Street and walked up to them and without a word, Gordon stabbed Miles in the stomach.” Other black witnesses, however, informed police that “Miles had been picking at Gordon at the corner of Market and Main just prior to the trouble” and suggested that Gordon stabbed Miles in response to these insults. To supplement the witness testimony, MPD detectives later consulted their own records and discovered that Miles had an extensive rap sheet and “had been arrested several times on charges ranging from assault to murder to vagrancy.” Several black witnesses further corroborated this history, and MPD reported that “many people ‘colored’ have come to the homicide office and report[ed] that Miles never worked and made his living by strong arming both negro men and women of their earnings.”16

On the surface, this case seems like an anomaly for several reasons. First, the fact that the police made an arrest in a black intraracial crime case is surprising. Throughout the Jim Crow era, black residents faced the dual problem of being both over- and underpoliced: overpoliced in terms of high rates of black arrests for nonviolent offenses such as vagrancy; underpoliced in the sense that law enforcement officers typically showed little concern for crimes involving black victims, including homicide.17 Second, given the history of law enforcement’s use of violence and brutality as a means of maintaining African American subordination, the willingness of black residents to interact with the police throughout the investigation, and even go to police headquarters to make statements, is unexpected.18

However, George Gordon’s case was also an example of a much larger, decades-long trend regarding the relationship between the police and African Americans in the early twentieth-century South. Nonviolent interactions occurred between African Americans and law enforcement officers with surprising frequency in the Jim Crow era. Between 1920 and 1945, 8,438 African American witnesses to homicides provided testimony to police officers in Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans. Due largely to the effort of these witnesses, police arrested suspects in black intraracial cases relatively frequently. From 1920 to 1945, for example, the MPD and the New Orleans Police Department (NOPD) arrested a suspect in 76 and 73 percent of black intraracial homicide cases, respectively. Moreover, the NOPD arrested a suspect in 39 percent of thefts and burglaries committed against African Americans, and only 16 percent of cases with white victims.19 Thus, police arrests of suspects in black intraracial criminal cases occurred more regularly than previously thought or acknowledged. Benevolence and notions of racial equality were not the impetus for southern police officers to make these arrests. Instead, the clearance rates in black intraracial criminal cases largely resulted from the efforts of African Americans themselves. Well aware of the racial discrimination that shaped the Jim Crow criminal justice system, black crime victims and witnesses took it upon themselves to improve the likelihood that an officer secured an arrest in cases involving African American victims. While scholars have typically focused on African American resistance to police violence and discrimination or argued that African Americans avoided interactions with police, Race, Crime, and Policing in the Jim Crow South emphasizes another aspect of African American interactions with law enforcement: cooperation.20 The modernization and expansion of police departments allowed the police to assume the role of enforcers of Jim Crow. This role led to thousands of instances of violence and abuse of African Americans like William Glover, but also provided a space for African Americans concerned with crime and violence in black communities to attempt to use the police to try to address crime and violence there.

This book explores black communities’ reactions to the expansion of police forces and encounters with law enforcement largely in response to black intraracial crime cases (instances where black people victimized other African Americans). Its focus is in no way meant to downplay the ferocity and significance of interracial crimes and acts of violence (instances where whites victimized African Americans) in black communities. Interracial assaults, killings, rapes, sexual assaults, and thefts, among other crimes, represented an omnipresent threat to black lives and livelihoods throughout the Jim Crow era.21 These forms of violence and intimidation contributed to the injury and death of black people and the destruction of their communities and also played an important role in maintaining white supremacy and black subordination. I chose to focus on black intraracial cases for two reasons. First, most crimes, regardless of racial community, are intraracial. White people are more likely to victimize other white people, black people are more likely to victimize other black people, and Latinx people are more likely to victimize other Latinx people. In a larger critique of the phrase “black-on-black crime,” legal scholar Michelle Alexander has argued that “due to hypersegregation . . . crime is inevitably intraracial. Most crime is intraracial. When white people murder someone they typically murder someone of their own race. When they steal, they typically steal from someone of their own race. Because of the segregated nature of our society, the overwhelmingly majority of crime is intraracial.”22 Although she discussed American society in the twenty-first century, her explanation is equally applicable to the Jim Crow era. Segregation, disenfranchisement, lack of employment opportunities, limited access to education, and other structural impediments placed on African Americans by Jim Crow regimes led to higher rates of crime in black communities. Thus, the dataset of intraracial cases was significantly larger than that of interracial cases.23 Second, by focusing on black intraracial crimes, this book emphasizes black reactions to criminal acts that were not as tainted by potential appeals to racial solidarity by the white police officers and detectives investigating the cases. While race certainly affected every interaction between police officers and African Americans, the way in which white police officers investigated a crime committed by a white person against an African American or a crime committed by an African American against a white person would be bound up in larger notions of race in ways that intraracial crimes would not. The emphasis in this book is on how African Americans attempted to use law enforcement to improve their communities and curtail incidents of black intraracial crime. This is done largely for practical reasons and is not meant to detract from the issue of interracial violence and criminal activity that white southerners used against African Americans during the Jim Crow era.24

African Americans responded to Jim Crow in many different ways. Some avoided interacting with whites as much as possible; others violently resisted their subordinated status, formed organizations designed to combat white supremacy, and deployed hidden strategies to undermine the racial caste system; while still others accepted the dictates of Jim Crow and worked within the system to improve their lives.25 In many ways, black interactions with police followed a similar trajectory. Many southern African Americans avoided the police as much as possible because of the potential for violence and abuse. Some responded with hostility, attacked officers, or challenged the authority of law enforcement via black institutions such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). As this book illustrates, however, an increasing number of black residents also turned to law enforcement to help ameliorate problems of crime and violence in their neighborhoods. Like all interracial interactions, African Americans relied on signals and rituals that demonstrated to the police, at least on the surface, that they accepted the officers’ authority. Notifying law enforcement of a crime and assisting them throughout their investigations represented the two most powerful ways black southerners acknowledged their acceptance of police authority. However, the outward appearance of legitimization often represented a subtle and more subversive strategy designed by African Americans to manipulate law enforcement into serving black interests. By lodging complaints with law enforcement, providing evidence, and identifying suspects, African Americans presented the police with signals indicating their cooperation. In so doing, they also used the police to try and reduce crime in black communities or get stolen property returned. In other words, black victims and witnesses used the police, the institution designed to maintain black subordination, in ways that aided black individuals and their larger communities. This book traces the growth of the police in the South, the role of law enforcement in maintaining control over urban African American populations, the ways black southerners responded to these developments, and most importantly, how African Americans proved capable of shaping their interactions with and exerting influence over the police.26

The emphasis on African American interactions with the police demands that Race, Crime, and Policing in the Jim Crow South focus on the urban South. Of course, formal law enforcement institutions, particularly the county sheriff, existed in the rural South, but formal civic police departments typically developed in major urban centers. While the focus is on urban centers, the emphasis is on three major southern metropolises: Birmingham, Alabama; Memphis, Tennessee; and New Orleans, Louisiana. Of course each of these cities is undoubtedly unique, but the similarities between them, and between almost any other southern cities at the time, are more important for the purposes of this book. First, in each city, officials and boosters all embraced the mantra of the “New South” in ways that mirrored the diversification of the southern economy in other twentieth-century cities in the region. Although Memphis suffered serious setbacks throughout the late nineteenth century, most notably the Yellow Fever epidemic of 1878 that decimated the population and caused the city to lose its charter, by the early twentieth century, Memphis had rebounded and emerged as a regional hub of manufacturing and commerce. Throughout most of the nineteenth century, commerce in Memphis had centered on cotton, and this trend continued into the early twentieth century. New businesses developed around the grading, compressing, trading, and storing of cotton produced from the surrounding rural areas of Mississippi, Arkansas, Tennessee, and Louisiana.27 “Cotton Row” on Front Street became the center of Memphis’s economy, and by the twentieth century the city ranked as one of the largest inland cotton markets in the world.28 Many of Memphis’s other economic activities also remained tied to agriculture. Grain merchants and retailers sold a wide variety of agricultural products to the growing urban population or traded them for transport to other regions of the country. Dozens of sawmills, lumberyards, and companies making hardwood flooring, barrels, boxes, building supplies, paper, furniture, and any number of wood products flourished, and the city became one of the largest hardwood-producing cities in the country.29 The manufacturing sector grew too, albeit more slowly than the agricultural sector. By 1921, 311 manufacturing establishments existed in Memphis, most notably the Ford Motor and Fisher Body plants.30 The economic success of Memphis was closely linked with the growth of railroads. Memphis’s location along the Mississippi River had long made the city a transportation hub, but the introduction of railroads cemented the Tennessee metropolis’s role as a major transportation center.31 By the 1930s, Memphis reigned supreme over the mid-South region and became the focal point of, in the words of historian Michael K. Honey, an “interlocking and resource-based regional economy that to a large measure determined the nature of its industrialization.”32

Similar trends also occurred in Birmingham, Alabama, but at amplified rates, making it one of the most exaggerated examples of a city that embraced the New South creed.33 Industrialization and coal mining undergirded much of this growth after developers discovered large deposits of limestone, coal, and iron ore under the hills of central Alabama. Capitalists from the American Northeast and England invested heavily in the area and, along with companies such as the Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad Company, the Sloss-Sheffield Steel and Iron Company, the Woodward Iron Company, and the Republic Iron and Steel Company, transformed Birmingham into the “Pittsburgh of the South.”34 By the turn of the century, Birmingham had become a hub of coal production, railroads, manufacturing, real estate, and banking and finance.35 This astounding level of growth and economic modernization far outpaced that of other southern cities and prompted many people to proclaim Birmingham “the Magic City.”36 Historian Blaine A. Brownell described Birmingham in the 1920s as “the most striking example of urbanization in the South and one of the most impressive in the nation.”37

But it was New Orleans that ranked as possibly the most important southern city throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth century.38 Throughout the antebellum period, New Orleans’s importance stemmed from its location near the mouth of the Mississippi River, and the city became a trading hub largely driven by importing foreign goods and exporting cotton to American and European markets. New Orleans also emerged as the largest slave market in the United States, thus becoming the “dominant metropolis of the antebellum South.” 39 Between 1830 and 1860, the city’s population exploded and due to a flood of European immigrants its population grew by 366 percent.40 Following the Civil War, however, immigration to the city slowed, and, although the population expanded, it did so at much lower rates than in the antebellum era. During the last half of the nineteenth century, New Orleans fell from the fifth most populous city in the country to the twelfth. Nonetheless, the Crescent City remained an important southern metropolis, and its economy continued to grow.41 In 1900, it was one of the busiest ports in the country, and city officials invested money in improving the ability of the Louisiana metropolis to remain a center of commerce.42 Between 1900 and 1920, city officials modernized the port facilities and constructed riverside warehouses, grain elevators, built canals, and added more dock space. Port improvements allowed agriculture-related business to thrive, including cotton oil factories, rice cleaning mills, sugar refineries, and firms serving the molasses and sugar trades. Following World War I, the oil industry came to dominate much of the New Orleans economy.43

The second determining factor in the selection of these three cities is that each one experienced massive population growth in the first half of the twentieth century, mirroring the trends in most major southern metropolises (see table).44 By 1900, Memphis’s population had reached 102,320. This represented a 59 percent increase over the population in 1890, and the city became the third most populous urban center in the South.45 People continued to flood into Memphis over the next thirty years, and the population reached 253,143 by 1930. Birmingham’s population grew at even more dramatic rates. The availability of jobs in coal mines and iron foundries produced one of the most impressive rates of population growth of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and Birmingham grew as fast as or faster than any other city in the South. Between 1880 and 1930, the population exploded from 3,086 to 259,678: an increase of roughly 8,300 percent.46 While the growth and economic development of cities such as Houston, Atlanta, Birmingham, and Memphis challenged the Crescent City’s regional dominance economically, New Orleans still housed more people than any other southern metropolis except St. Louis, Missouri.47 From 1880 to 1930, the population of New Orleans more than doubled as the city grew from 216,090 to 458,762.48

Much of this demographic growth resulted from the movement of African Americans from the countryside to cities. Throughout the late nineteenth and especially in the early twentieth century, millions of rural African Americans migrated to urban areas in the North, South, and West.49 As with the desires of rural whites, African Americans had several reasons for migrating to urban spaces, but better employment opportunities remained the driving force.50 The black population in Memphis climbed from 14,896 in 1880 to 96,550 by 1930. The census records did not count Birmingham’s black population in 1880, but in 1890 there were 11,254 African Americans residing in the city. By 1930, the city had one of the highest percentage of African Americans in the country, and the black population reached 99,077.51 In New Orleans, the decline of the city in terms of overall regional importance did not stymie the migration of African Americans to the city. The black population nearly tripled, from 60,937 to 124,783 between 1880 and 1930.52

These economic and demographic changes prompted similar reactions from local officials. Their reactions will be documented in detail in the subsequent chapters, but are important here for understanding the logic behind focusing on Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans. Local governments in each of these cities embraced racial segregation and Jim Crow laws and customs similar to those of most other southern cities; police departments expanded, incorporated new technologies, emphasized control of African Americans throughout the early twentieth century, and although other southern cities employed African Americans as police officers, these three cities did not do so until after World War II.53 This is significant because Race, Crime, and Policing in the Jim Crow South highlights the ways black residents interacted with white police officers, who seemingly had less interest in protecting and serving black communities than black officers would have had. Finally, and most important, the interactions between African Americans and the police were remarkably similar in each of these cities. By emphasizing the core similarities between the cities, this book reveals a wider, regional pattern in the development of police departments and police by depicting African American interactions throughout the South in the Jim Crow era.

 

Proportion of Black Population to Entire Population in Three Southern Cities, 1880–1950
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A pragmatic factor also makes these three cities ideal for an exploration into African American interactions with the police.54 Each city is well represented in the Papers of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and had an African American newspaper. Most crucial, however, are the more than 21,000 police homicide reports, police offense reports, and grand jury indictment records.55 These police and court records include demographic information of people involved in homicides, robberies, and assaults, the location of the incidents, the date and time of investigations, and arrests. Perhaps most important, these documents also include lengthy narratives of what occurred and how police investigated the crime. These sources provided data to establish trends in the types of crimes reported to the police by African Americans, the number of arrests made in black intraracial crimes, and how often black witnesses gave statements to the police. Equally important, the qualitative evidence from these sources allows for the words of African American victims, suspects, and witnesses to come through as they explained to law enforcement officers what happened in each case and why they decided to call the police.56

While I focus on the urban South, the trends identified are not unique to the region. The question of southern exceptionalism, especially regarding racial practices, has been challenged in recent years by several scholars.57 Undoubtedly, there were economic, social, and political distinctions between the development of law enforcement institutions in the North and the South. Major northern cities in the mid-nineteenth century adopted professional, uniformed police, organized as quasi-military units meant to prevent crime and disorder. That these shifts in the criminal justice apparatus occurred earliest in northern cities is related to the market and the later industrial revolution, growth of urban spaces, shift to wage labor, and the influx of immigrants that occurred during the nineteenth century. Although southern states relied on slave patrols to monitor and control the behavior of enslaved blacks, most southern cities did not adopt formal police departments until after the Civil War when urban populations expanded more drastically and the economy diversified.58

Despite the differences in timing, the changes in southern policing documented in this book mirrored that of cities across the nation. The expansion of the state apparatus, including police forces, and utilization of law enforcement agencies as methods of controlling “others” occurred across the country’s urban landscape in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Even in seemingly more racially progressive cities in the North, officials and police departments adopted more aggressive strategies targeting black communities as the number of African Americans living in those cities exploded during the Great Migration. During this time, many Americans, largely from the urban middle and upper classes, rejected notions of extralegal justice because of the threats to social order and economic development that it entailed (although instances of lynching and rioting did not disappear from the urban landscape). Proponents of law and order or due process encouraged the development of formal institutions of criminal justice, such as police departments, prosecutors, and prisons, to replace informal methods of social control, such as lynching.59 By the 1920s and 1930s, police practices against African Americans in the North, South, and West were remarkably similar. As police forces modernized, police violence against African Americans became a mainstay of American law enforcement agencies.60 While the development of police departments and other criminal justice institutions occurred at slightly different times, from Philadelphia, New York, and Boston, to Chicago and Milwaukee, to Los Angeles and Houston, the developments identified in this study reflected a larger change occurring on a national scale.61

Across the country, African Americans responded to these institutional developments in similar ways. Black urban dwellers tried to utilize the growing state apparatus to alleviate concerns over criminality and deviance throughout the early twentieth century.62 However, largely barred from full participation in the political process or at least lacking the political clout to affect it in any substantial way, these black residents often enveloped their demands on city officials and institutions in ways that, on the surface, demonstrated subservience, but, nonetheless, as historian Cheryl D. Hicks argued, articulated their “belief in their entitlement to state services.”63

The efforts that I document of African Americans acting to utilize law enforcement agencies to help combat crime in black communities focus on the early twentieth century, yet these trends continued well into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Black struggles against police brutality remained a priority of activism throughout the postwar era.64 Efforts to reform policing coincided with demands for an increased law enforcement presence in black neighborhoods and more effective law enforcement responses to crime in black communities. Black residents in New York City and Washington, D.C., implored criminal justice institutions to do something to help combat crime in black neighborhoods, including supporting harsher penalties for drug possession and mandatory prison sentences, from the 1960s through the 1990s.65 More recently, black residents in Baltimore, Maryland, blamed the lack of effective policing in their neighborhoods for the spike in black homicides that occurred in 2015, and they called for more officers on the ground in the largely black sections of the city.66 I trace the roots of more recent black demands for better and more equitable law enforcement practices in their communities anchored in concerns over crime and inadequate policing in the early twentieth century. The fact that black Americans’ demands on policing remain incredibly consistent over the last century is indicative of just how resistant American police departments have been to the larger, structural changes that would work to reduce instances of violence and racial bias in policing and indeed how resistant other governmental institutions have been to enact policies that would work to actually reduce crime and inequality in black communities.

As the problems between law enforcement and African Americans appear especially strained today, Race, Crime, and Policing in the Jim Crow South analyzes the historical trends that contributed to this relationship. Without a doubt, by the late 1920s and 1930s the police had established themselves as the enforcers of white supremacy and racial inequality, and relied on violence and intimidation to monitor and control African Americans. Despite the dangers that police forces posed for African Americans, however, black residents demanded better policing and more law enforcement in their communities as one way to help combat crime. Whether in the pages of the black press, through black organizations, or in the actions of individual black crime victims and witnesses, African Americans demonstrated their willingness to avail themselves of the services that law enforcement was supposed to provide. Race, Crime, and Policing in the Jim Crow South points to ways that African Americans in the Jim Crow South were critical and suspicious of the police, and of the criminal justice system more broadly, but also to how African Americans developed and deployed strategies to work within and through that same corrupted system in ways that benefited black communities. If the case of William Glover illustrated the vulnerability of African Americans when interacting with the police, the street-level interactions emphasized in this book demonstrate the subtle ways African American crime victims and witnesses used, managed, and even exploited Jim Crow policing.




CHAPTER 1

Crime, Race, and the Development of Police Departments in the Urban South

 

 

 

“The average citizen holds the policeman in contempt or fear or does not consider him at all,” stated Jack Carley, a reporter for the Memphis Commercial-Appeal, in 1924.1 In fact, throughout much of the early twentieth century, police departments across the nation dealt with a crisis of legitimacy as urban dwellers viewed them as ineffective, inept, dangerous, and corrupt.2 In the South, these critiques emerged at the same time that southern civic boosters embraced the mantra of the “New South,” promoted economic diversification, and encouraged urban expansion. As more and more people flooded into southern cities, fears about crime, race relations, economic changes, and corruption consistently rose to the fore as city officials championed the benefits of the New South ideology but also struggled to combat the problems that accompanied it. Through the police, these officials attempted to assuage local concerns of problems associated with rapid urban growth. This proved especially difficult in southern cities as many recent migrants from the countryside were traditionally distrustful of formal legal institutions and instead preferred extralegal methods of social control.3

To overcome the popular perceptions of police as corrupt and ineffective, the police departments in Memphis, Birmingham, and New Orleans underwent incredible transformations in the first half of the twentieth century. As in so many other cities across the United States, the departments in these three cities began to professionalize.4 Beginning in some of the country’s larger urban centers, such as New York and Chicago, in the late nineteenth century, reformers worked to disassociate police departments from politics, attempted to limit corruption within city government and the police, and pushed for increased efficiency through the centralization and specialization of police forces and integration of technology.5 By the 1920s, then, many police departments fundamentally differed from their nineteenth-century predecessors. Promoters of the police departments worked to change the popular conception of police as corrupt and ineffective and instead implored citizens to understand “the force and what it represents—safety for your homes and those you love.”6

Safety for white southerners, however, was largely defined in racialized terms as crime and blackness became interlinked in the minds of urban whites.7 Southern whites viewed African Americans as inherently violent and criminally inclined, and during the 1920s and 1930s, those fears heightened as more African Americans migrated to urban areas and challenged the Jim Crow racial hierarchy with greater success. A spike in crime in the mid-1920s only exacerbated white concerns over urban African Americans.8 Extralegal justice proved incapable of assuaging white fears and, as a result, city officials turned to the enhanced criminal justice institutions to control urban African Americans. These officials attempted to instill institutions such as the police with legitimacy in the eyes of the white public. Criminologist Tom R. Tyler argues that police officers gain legitimacy by “acting in ways that will be viewed as fair.”9 In the Jim Crow South, police departments sought legitimacy from white southerners by appealing to their racist instincts and demonstrating their capacity to monitor and control large urban black populations. What appeared as “fair” to white southerners focused on more effective and intrusive policing of urban blacks. Policing strategies incorporated aggressive and abusive treatment of African Americans as officers’ crime-fighting strategies largely focused on solidifying the Jim Crow racial hierarchy by enforcing segregation, arresting more black residents, and monitoring and harassing black political and labor organizations.10

Crime in the Urban South

As a result of southerners’ embrace of the New South ideology, economic diversification across the region, and urbanization, myriad issues confronted city officials and residents in southern cities.11 While southern urban dwellers grappled with issues related to overcrowding, urban development and expansion, housing, diseases, healthcare, and political corruption, crime and violence proved to be one of the biggest concerns. Gambling, prostitution, and other illicit activities seemingly overran several New South cities. In Memphis, for example, a police report from 1900 declared, “the sale of cocaine has reached such an alarming extent that the department is unable to cope with its ravages.”12 As a river city and transportation hub, Memphis traditionally attracted a transient population that often partook in heavy drinking, gambling, and prostitution near the city’s port. Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this trend continued, prompting one contemporary to claim that the city “attracts numerous conventions and is the mecca of thousands of pleasure-seekers, some harmless and some harmful to the good name and the welfare of the community.”13 Similarly, New Orleans’s historic reputation as a city of brothels, saloons, and violence continued into the early twentieth century. In 1907, reformer Carrie Nation described New Orleans as “too tough a place for me to tackle.” She concluded, “It is a very, very bad place.”14 Although the legendary bordellos of Storyville were shut down in 1917, prostitution and other illicit activities continued to thrive as part of an underground economy throughout the city.15 In Birmingham, one commentator noted that in 1920 “hold-ups and other crimes in Birmingham have become so prevalent that people may well ask themselves if it is safe to leave their homes after dark.”16

Homicide proved a particularly troubling problem, and southern cities routinely ranked among the most homicidal cities in the country.17 Although northern cities such as New York faced pressures similar to those of cities in the South, the homicide rates remained well below that of southern cities. Scholars suggest this regional distinction grew out of the honor culture of the South, the use of violence in maintaining white supremacy, and the weakness of southern legal institutions.18 The homicide rate in New York City, for example, remained under 6 per 100,000 throughout the first half of the twentieth century.19 On the other hand, Birmingham had some of the highest rates of violence in the country, and homicide rates in the city peaked at 89.6 homicides per 100,000 people in 1913. Although the homicide rate fell in the subsequent two decades, by 1930 Birmingham ranked as the fourth most homicidal city in the United States, with 128 total homicides and an overall homicide rate of 52.6 per 100,000. The homicide rate in New Orleans, although lower than in Birmingham, followed similar trends. During the first two decades of the twentieth century, the city’s homicide rate hovered between 20 and 25 per 100,000. However, in the early 1920s the rate spiked, and by 1924 reached 32.5. Rates declined in the city throughout the 1930s and 1940s, but, as in Birmingham, remained much higher than the national average.20 Perhaps more than in any of its southern counterparts, crime and violence in Memphis reached alarming numbers. Despite all the efforts to modernize the city, in the first three decades of the twentieth century it ranked as the most homicidal city in the country. From 1882 to 1911, the average homicide rate was 47.1. Over the next five years, the average rate totaled 74.9.21 By 1923 the homicide rate in Memphis declined a bit, but remained highest in the country at 65 homicides per 100,000 residents.22 Statistician Frederick Hoffman found that “during the fourteen years ending with 1923, 1,274 persons have died as a result of homicide in the city of Memphis alone.”23 Homicide rates fluctuated throughout the first half of the twentieth century, peaked in the mid-to-late 1920s, then underwent sustained decline through the 1940s. Yet, in any given year, Birmingham, New Orleans, and Memphis consistently ranked among the most homicidal cities in the country.

Although the problems of crime and violence plagued southern cities in general, in the black community the problems were amplified. The economic, political, and social restrictions with which Jim Crow laws and customs saddled African American communities drove the higher rates. Black southerners faced higher rates of poverty than white southerners, they lacked access to many civic and social services, including health care, that were available to whites, and the criminal justice system often ignored black residents’ concerns and complaints.24 In Memphis, Birmingham, and New Orleans, the rates of homicide in the black community outnumbered the rates in the white community by a large margin. In 1922, for example, the homicide rate among the black community in Memphis was 145, compared to 24.5 in the white community. In Birmingham, the rates were 108 for African Americans and 26.7 for whites. Finally, New Orleans’s homicide rate was 57.5 in the black community and 9.8 in the white community.25 The migration of thousands of African Americans into cities such as New Orleans, Birmingham, and Memphis coincided with what seemed to be ever-increasing homicide rates, particularly among black residents.26 Across the country, blackness became tied to criminality as social scientists, criminologists, and social critics began to use high rates of crime, arrests, and incarceration for African Americans as proof of the inherent criminality of black Americans. As a result, southern whites grew more and more fearful of African Americans.27 In an article examining violent deaths in Atlanta, Birmingham, New Orleans, and Memphis from 1921 to 1922, authors J. J. Durrett and W. G. Stromquist stated, “It thus appears that our real problem, insofar as homicides are concerned, arises in the killing of negroes by negroes.”28

Commentators and scholars on crime in the early twentieth century typically described the high rates of violence in the black community in disparaging ways. Discourses of crime and blackness became commonplace beginning in the 1890s as scholars and social critics began using statistics regarding imprisonment rates to discuss crime in racialized ways. As historian Khalil Gibran Muhammad has argued, by the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries “the statistical rhetoric of the ‘Negro criminal’ became a proxy for a national discourse on black inferiority.”29 In his seminal work Race Traits and Characteristics (1896), statistician Frederick L. Hoffman declared definitively, “Without exception . . . the criminality of the negro exceeds that of any other race of any numerical importance in this country.” Moreover, he did not see the problem abating any time soon. Hoffman wrote, that until “the negro learns to respect life, property, and chastity, until he learns to believe in the value of a personal morality operating in his daily life, the criminal tendencies . . . will increase.” He concluded, “the race as a whole has gone backwards rather than forwards.”30 These sentiments continued throughout the twentieth century and were echoed across the South, especially in cities. In the 1920s, legal scholars Andrew A. Bruce and Thomas S. Fitzgerald declared that “crime among the colored population [in Memphis] is fairly rampant and the race shows a high degree of criminality.” The causes, according to Bruce and Fitzgerald, were African Americans’ “shiftlessness, lack of industry and thrift, and the poor and sordid, and oftentimes vicious, nature of their surroundings.”31 In fact, African American criminality was beyond the control of criminal justice institutions. The study concluded, “the most effective police system in the world could not prevent the murders which are committed in the heat of sudden passion and fury among the negro population.”32 Proclamations such as these painted African Americans as impulsive, emotionally unstable, and inherently criminal—decidedly placing them outside the mainstream culture of white upper and middle classes.

Across the South, city officials enacted segregation laws in an effort to protect white communities from the influx of black—supposedly criminally minded—migrants.33 These laws, officials suggested, solved the problem of large numbers of transient and unknown black men and women by maintaining the racial caste system of the South and providing rules and customs that managed interracial interactions. Beginning largely in the 1890s, states such as Louisiana passed bills requiring segregated rail cars, and the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the legality of segregated facilities in the Plessy v. Ferguson decision in 1896. A cavalcade of segregation laws followed as southern states mandated segregated housing, schools, public transportation, and employment.34 City and state legislatures further divided the races by enacting miscegenation laws prohibiting interracial marriage and by curbing African Americans’ right to vote.35 These laws, in addition to voting restrictions, ensured the political, economic, and social subordination of the black population.36 Many white southerners championed segregation as a panacea for crime and violence, as captured by Mayor George B. Ward’s 1906 annual message to Birmingham when he stated that segregation “has done more to prevent thievery, debauchery and murder; more to prevent insidious temptation; more to reduce licentiousness, incipient and chronic, than can ever be known by the public or the authorities.”37 In their study of crime in Memphis, Bruce and Fitzgerald concluded, “Segregation is the policy and, perhaps, the only possible policy” that could adequately address the problems facing the city.38

In addition to the legal aspects of Jim Crow, many southerners relied on “rough justice” to control the behavior of African Americans.39 As historian Michael J. Pfeifer argued, rough justice supporters “demanded the harsh, personal, informal, and communally supervised punishment of what was perceived as serious criminal behavior.”40 Rough justice centered on communal and at times ritualistic punishment for crimes that was often performed by members of the community, such as lynchings. While most lynchings occurred outside of the major southern cities, at times lynch mobs arose in urban spaces.41 One of the most infamous lynchings in a major southern city in the first decades of the twentieth century occurred in Memphis in 1917, when a mob of several thousand whites lynched Ell Persons for the alleged rape and murder of a sixteen-year-old white woman named Antionette Rappel. On May 22, a mob tied Persons to a stake, doused him in ten gallons of gasoline, and burned him alive. Later in the day, a group of white Memphians threw Persons’s head from a car onto Beale Avenue, in the heart of Memphis’s black community, to intimidate the city’s black population.42 Although lynching was a rare and certainly declining occurrence throughout the early twentieth century, white southerners utilized it and lesser forms of extralegal social control to maintain black subordination.43

Rough justice resonated with many southerners, but instances of extralegal violence like the Persons lynching threatened the progressive images many city officials and middle-class boosters sought to cultivate.44 In a resolution published in the Memphis Commercial-Appeal, several local clergymen decried the Persons lynching. The resolution stated, “It should be brought home also to the consciences of other representatives, men and leaders of this community, that they, too, had failed to do their duty: that it appears also that the constituted servants of the law had failed, by subservience to the will of the mob.” The writer further lamented the apparent inadequacy of local authorities to uphold the law and prevent lynching, especially law enforcement’s “inadequate preparations to resist their anarchic designs, to take the proper measures to defend the dignity and majesty of the law and or civilization.”45 In other words, middle-class city boosters believed that strong law enforcement would preclude the willingness of white residents to resort to extralegal violence and help promote Memphis as a stable place for economic development.

While lynchings continued throughout the first five decades of the twentieth century, the Persons lynching proved to be the last recorded one in Memphis, New Orleans, or Birmingham. For the most part, officials and boosters across the South promoted the tenets of due process and the rule of law as a preferred alternative to rough justice.46 As southern cities grew and economic bases diversified, middle- and upper-class whites eschewed chaos, such as widespread crime and violence, which threatened social order and stability and which could curtail the flow of capital.47 Concerns with order and economic stability pushed many middle- and upper-class southerners to support the development of stronger police forces in southern cities.48 An editorial responding to the Persons lynching stated, “We are face to face with the old question of whether society disorganized can better accomplish results than the organized forces of law.” The writer continued, “When a sheriff, constable or policeman, or any other officer sworn to uphold the law is engaged in the discharge of his sworn duty he should be supported.”49 The belief that justice, social control, and punishment needed to be removed from the hands of the community and entrusted to formal criminal justice institutions—police, prosecutors, and prisons—prompted city and state officials to invest in those institutions.50 While many rural migrants viewed formal institutions of criminal justice with suspicion and urban dwellers across the nation viewed the criminal justice system as inept, southern city officials worked to promote the legitimacy of institutions such as the police.51

The Development of Police Departments in the Early Twentieth-Century South

To combat crime and extralegal justice, early twentieth-century city officials worked to enhance their respective police departments.52 Criminal justice historian Samuel Walker defined nineteenth-century policing as “a form of casual labor, not a lifelong career.”53 Officers had little to no training and typically gained employment as a result of their political affiliations. Departments ran rife with corruption and lacked the respect of many residents. City officials and police departments began to confront these problems and embraced the idea of “professionalization” in policing. The professionalization movement of the early twentieth century represented a drastic change in policing away from its nineteenth-century antecedents. Police professionalization lacked a clear definition, but it stressed several ideas: restructuring police departments to make them more efficient, depoliticizing the police, and giving police a role in promoting social reform. Over time, the social reform goals of police professionalization, which focused on the rehabilitation of offenders and the prevention of crime, faded, and city officials worked instead to limit the amount of political influence over the operation of police departments and stressed structural changes that centralized police authority within the department. By embracing professionalization, police departments across the country attempted to cement their legitimacy as effective crime fighters. Although problems with crime and violence persisted, most police departments worked to make their forces more professional and more effective in at least some ways well into the 1930s.54

In the first two decades of the twentieth century, southern police forces often seemed incapable of maintaining control over the urban black population. The most infamous example of the inability of the police to maintain order, particularly black subservience and subordination, occurred in New Orleans in 1900. Around 11:00 p.m. on July 23, 1900, Robert Charles, a black man living in New Orleans, refused to placate two white police officers, who, without provocation, attempted to arrest him. The altercation began when Charles and a friend named Lenard Pierce sat on the steps leading to the front door at 2815 Dryades, waiting to meet two women named Virginia Banks and Ernestine Goldstein. While making his nightly rounds in the neighborhood, NOPD Sergeant Jules C. Aucoin noticed Charles and Pierce sitting in front of the white residence, and together with Patrolmen Joseph D. Cantrelle and August T. Mora, approached the black men. When the officers asked them several questions, Charles and Pierce did not answer in a way that satisfied the police officers. As Charles stood up, Officer Mora grabbed him, a minor scuffle ensued, and shots were fired. It is unclear who fired first, Mora or Charles, but one of the officers’ bullets struck Charles, who fled, and one of Charles’s bullets struck an officer. According to historian William Ivy Hair, “At this seemingly trivial encounter, commenced one of the bloodiest, most anarchic weeks in New Orleans’ history.”55 Over the next several days, Charles hid in various locations, evaded arrest, and shot twenty-seven whites, including seven policemen, before being killed while barricaded in a house at 1208 Saratoga Street. The inability of the NOPD to maintain control over Charles initially, his successful evasion of police for several days, and the seeming chaos that engulfed New Orleans as a result personified the larger white public’s lack of faith in the early twentieth-century police departments.56

City officials across the South bemoaned the seeming ineptitude of their police departments at that time. Birmingham’s mayor, George B. Ward, captured the feeling of many southern city officials when he declared in the city’s 1906 annual report, “This department needs a drastic reorganization, and then more discipline.” He continued, “It needs such a weeding out of ‘undesirables,’ that the change in its personnel will give an average so high, both in efficiency and in looks, that the conscientious officers we now have will be saved from the criticisms caused by the work and habits of others.”57 In Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans, prostitution, gambling, and other illicit activities operated with seeming impunity because of the close relationship between police and criminal bosses in the underworld. As other metropolises across the country did in the early 1900s, municipal officials in these cities sought to make their police forces more professional and enacted several structural changes.

In response to myriad critiques, officials pushed to reform urban police as part of the larger changes to government during the Progressive Era. From roughly 1900 to 1920, Progressive Era reformers sought to ameliorate many of the problems associated with industrialization and urbanization by, according to historian Robert H. Wiebe, creating local, state, and federal bureaucracies of “trained, professional servants [to] staff a government broadly and continuously involved in society’s operations.”58 They promoted new regulatory agencies, expanded government services, and introduced the commission style of local government. Through bureaucracies of trained professionals, reformers sought to curb corruption and promote efficiency in government. These same tenets guided some of the main proponents of police professionalization, who stressed improved education and training, centralized and specialized organizational structures, and the integration of technology into policing in an effort to make policing more efficient.59

As cities grew and crime seemingly spiraled out of control, police departments transformed as well. In 1900, the MPD’s annual budget was $100,000, and the force consisted of eighty-five men.60 By 1907, the budget expanded to $149,886, and the department consisted of a chief of police, a chief of detectives, three captains, fourteen detectives, eight sergeants, and 102 patrolmen.61 In 1911, MPD added a new substation in Barksdale with fifteen mounted patrolmen, and two sergeants (see chart).62 The department continued to grow throughout the 1920s and even during the Great Depression. By 1935, the police department included a 201-man force, complete with a chief, two inspectors, two deputy inspectors, three captains, two lieutenants, ten sergeants, twenty-nine detectives, and 137 patrolmen.63 NOPD underwent similar expansion. In 1900, the police force consisted of 325 men and twelve total precincts.64 When John Journee became superintendent in 1901, he stressed the fact that NOPD did not have enough manpower to police a city the size of New Orleans and he pushed for more officers. City officials seemed to agree and throughout the 1910s the force continued to grow, such that by 1915 NOPD totaled 520 people.65 By 1933, the city’s police force had grown to 817, including thirty-nine clerical workers, seven radiomen, and nine telephone operators.66 While information on BPD for the early twentieth century is sparse, by 1921 BPD consisted of 167 men and by 1935 it had expanded somewhat to 231 people, including 165 working as patrolmen.67
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Organizational chart of the Memphis Police Department, 1924, from Memphis Police Department Year Book for 1924 (Memphis, TN: Memphis Police Relief Association, 1924), 13. Image provided courtesy of the Memphis and Shelby County Room, Memphis Public Library.

As departments grew in size, they embraced structural changes to promote efficiency and specialization.68 The structure of the MPD is representative of the alterations most departments in the United States underwent in the early twentieth century.69 The most drastic organizational transformations to the Memphis Police Department occurred in the 1910s and 1920s. Beginning on January 1, 1910, the city changed to a commission style of government, and the police department embraced the principles of efficient management with clear lines of authority and specialized units each devoted to different aspects of policing. The organizational chart for the MPD reproduced here provides a general understanding of what these new organizational structures looked like. A commissioner of fire and police oversaw the entire operation of public safety, while the chief of police managed the police department. Beneath the chief, the MPD force consisted of a series of specialized units, ranging from basic patrol units, to narcotics and detective squads, to a women’s protective bureau. Within those specialized units, the officers were organized into even more specialized subunits, all with clear lines of authority leading up to the commissioner. By embracing these types of organizational reforms, city officials tried to promote a business-like efficiency while also allowing the development of specialized officers within the department.

Despite the growth in manpower of each department and increased visibility, these police forces remained consistently undermanned as the populations grew at astounding rates. In New Orleans, for example, Police Superintendent John Journee despaired that in 1901, “only 325 men were responsible for maintenance of law and order in a city of 300,000 persons, spread out over 194¼ square miles.”70 BPD Chief of Police lamented in 1924 that his police force remained “admittedly undermanned.”71 These types of critiques continued across the region as cities grew faster than their police forces. In 1935, Dr. Carleton Simon, a criminologist of the International Association of Chiefs of Police, stated in a report compiled for BPD that “to render the service necessary in the protection of your community, with nine railroads entering your city, numerous express companies and numerous banks which depend on your department for protection, you should have at least 600 patrolmen as a minimum for a city of this size.”72 The population of cities grew at rates that far outpaced police personnel, and critics often linked the lack of personnel with the lack of police effectiveness.

To make up for a lack of personnel on the ground, police departments invested heavily in technological improvements.73 One of the most visible changes came as southern police departments increasingly integrated automobiles. City officials and police believed automobiles “represented the new age” and would make policing urban areas more efficient, and by the 1920s they became essential for modern police departments.74 The implementation of automobiles in Memphis occurred over several decades. In 1910, the department purchased the first two automobiles, one as an ambulance and the other as a patrol wagon.75 The biggest advance came in 1915 when the department introduced the emergency car system. This system consisted of six officers and “operated out of headquarters, where they waited with the car parked at the rear of the station. When the telephone operator received an emergency call, he contacted the captain and advised him of the nature of the crime and the address. He then rang a gong and the two emergency patrolmen responded and were on their way in a matter of seconds.”76 The use of automobiles by police departments therefore allowed officers to respond to complaints more quickly and helped make up for the lack of manpower. In August 1921, for instance, MPD purchased a black four-door, eight-passenger Packard, complete with a folding top, running boards, and electrical sirens on both the running boards and the windshield. The car could seat eight officers, but perhaps most important, it came with a bulletproof steel windshield to protect officers.77 The introduction of cars increased the visibility of police in quickly expanded urban areas.78 Automobiles also allowed police departments to make up for their lack of personnel by making it possible for officers to move throughout the cities quickly.

The NOPD also incorporated automobiles in its force in the early 1910s. In New Orleans, “mechanization began” between 1911 and 1914 under Inspector James W. Reynolds. The department purchased two automobiles and four motorcycles to assist with patrolling the city. By 1922, the department drastically increased the number of automobiles in operation to thirty-three total cars and twenty-one motorcycles. Four years later, with the introduction of five armored motorcycles capable of speeds up to 100 miles per hour, the department boasted that the new vehicles “would be used in ‘striking relentless blows’ against a wave of ‘petty hold-ups and burglaries in the outlying precincts.’” Automobiles proved so effective in the city that by 1936 the mounted division (which consisted of officers mounted on horseback) nearly ceased to exist.79

While it is unclear when BPD first introduced automobiles for its force, the department recognized their importance and by the 1930s had fully incorporated cars into its policing strategies. In a jovial article tracing the career of Patrolman Jim Ellard, the Birmingham News reported, “The final touch towards modernizing Birmingham’s Police Department has been achieved—Jim Ellard, a veteran patrol driver in the days of two horsepower patrol wagons has now learned to drive a 75 horsepower call car.” Ellard, who joined the force in 1908, began his career by manning the horse-drawn patrol wagon for the department. “As the horse drawn patrol became passé in Birmingham,” Ellard worked the telephones and accompanied other officers as they went out on calls. He did not learn to operate an automobile until 1929, when the ability to drive a car proved essential to policing in the city. According to the Birmingham News, “Within the past two weeks Jim has been sitting under the wheel of the fast touring car that is used by the call officers to speed to the scene of bank robberies, drunken brawls and the thousand and one places the ‘call officers’ are asked to go.”80 Between the years Ellard joined the force in 1908 and when he finally learned to drive in 1929, the automobile and policing became inextricably linked as patrol vehicles embodied the “visible manifestation of the police.”81 With the incorporation of automobiles into regular policing practices, departments appeared more modern, efficient, and more capable of combatting crime in southern metropolises.82

The implementation of advanced communication devices allowed the police to respond to problems more quickly and helped police chiefs and other officials monitor the activities of officers on their beat. The NOPD used eleven phone boxes scattered throughout the city by 1900 and also relied on telephones in homes and businesses to request assistance.83 While it is unclear exactly when BPD introduced telephones, by 1907 the department spent $1,200 a year to rent the phone system.84 The most complete description of a telephone system is found in Memphis. In the early 1900s, city officials installed the Gamewell Police Telephone System, which consisted of eighteen receivers or “signal boxes” on the streets for patrolmen to contact police headquarters. In addition to these eighteen signal boxes, there were another thirty-seven telephones located in public buildings and private businesses that were made available to MPD officers. According to one historian of the MPD, “officers were required to find a call box or business telephone and contact the station once every hour.”85 By 1907 the city had expanded the system to forty units because it proved so effective.86 Police departments relied on telephones to regulate officers, report crimes, and respond to problems throughout their growing cities with greater speed.

Radio systems, however, soon eclipsed telephone systems. In 1928, MPD’s chief, William D. Lee, attended a convention in Atlanta for police chiefs. While there, Chief Lee heard the commissioner of Detroit talk about the effectiveness of radios in police cars. Lee was intrigued and added an additional $12,500 to the next year’s budget to offset the costs of buying new radios for police cars. The Delco receivers cost around $144 per unit, and the department originally equipped twelve cars with radios. Radio-equipped cars began patrolling on July 29, 1931, and, according to one history of the MPD, “put every citizen just a telephone call away from the police.”87 They proved so effective that by 1934 the department had installed several police motorcycles with radios as well. On December 25, 1932, the Memphis Commercial-Appeal declared, “Only a few seconds or minutes are required for [an officer] to answer your call for protection. The police radio is responsible.”88 The most important advance in radio technology in Memphis arrived in 1937 when the MPD installed two-way radios in patrol cars and built a 225-foot radio tower to foster better communication between cars and headquarters.89 NOPD began constructing a radio transmitter in 1931, and it became operational in 1932. The transmitter was located at the Detective’s Office, and several patrol cars had receivers in them. According to the department, “the system proved so effective in that it eliminated minutes and considerable time in having at least one automobile proceed to the scene of a serious offense.”90 City officials in Birmingham called for a radio system as early as 1932. According to one news report, “A modern police radio system may be installed here to rid Birmingham of the stigma it carries as one of the most criminally inclined cities in the world and at the same time bring about a reduction in the cost of operating the police department.”91 Birmingham implemented its radio system by 1933, and just five years later the chief of police declared the radio system “crime’s greatest enemy” because “the results obtained by the service have been so marked that the city’s comparatively small police force has been enabled to accomplish much in the way of law enforcement that otherwise would have been impossible.”92

By introducing new technologies, police departments tried to increase their presence in the growing urban environs and make policing more discernable and efficient.93 Distinctive uniforms and automobiles made officers and detectives easily identifiable and provided a distinguishability in the city that their nineteenth-century predecessors had lacked. Improved visibility also signified a shift toward the notion of preventative policing in an effort to curtail crime in urban areas.94 Instead of criminals being apprehended after they committed a crime, supporters of preventive policing believed, making police more discernable throughout the city would mean that criminals would be less inclined to commit crimes. As we’ve seen, police departments also incorporated automobiles, telephones, and radios, which allowed the police to move and communicate throughout the city at incredible speeds. Those departments that integrated these technologies hoped that quicker response times to calls would increase the likelihood of an arrest and help curtail criminal activity. By improving their visibility and decreasing response time, departments hoped technology would improve their ability to monitor the massive urban populations.

Technology changed policing in very obvious ways, though enhanced training focused on refining the ability of individual officers to solve crimes and track down criminals.95 The BPD introduced an officer training school on November 13, 1928, when the first class of twenty-eight recruits entered the program. New recruits were paired with older officers for field instruction and attended ten weeks of daily classroom sessions for an hour each day. In addition to new recruits, all existing members of the BPD attended fifty hours of training. The courses ranged from “Criminal Law and Procedure,” “Rules and Regulations of the Department,” and “First Aid to the Injured,” to “Marksmanship.” In all, city officials hoped the school would “initiate and prepare for efficiency new men who [were] being constantly added to the force.”96

In perhaps the most impressive example of these training programs, in 1937 the MPD opened its “crime detection school,” with the intention of making detectives and police officers “super sleuths.”97 This school inculcated MPD officers and detectives in the “scientific methods of crime detection evolved by J. Edgar Hoover,” focusing on “how to deal with burglary, housebreaking and larceny, the use of the pistol and homicide detection.”98 MPD also showcased its new technologies in the newspapers, during parades, and on at least one occasion, at a local theater.99 City officials ferreted out some corrupt cops and publicized the accomplishments of officers as part of their larger effort to regain public trust.100 Despite their efforts, however, these officials never completely eradicated corruption and inefficiency within their departments.101

Despite these professionalization efforts that many southern police departments engaged in, sensationalized news reports of murders, a spike in crime in the mid-1920s, and a continued concern with crime and violence throughout the 1930s and 1940s prompted police departments to go even further.102 When Prohibition became the law of the land in 1920, organized criminal enterprises spanning several major urban areas capitalized on the demand for alcohol and the illicit sale and distribution of liquor made the exploits of criminals, such as Al Capone, incredibly visible.103 Historian Robert Lane stated that salacious media reports of murders, such as the Leopold and Loeb killing in 1924, unsettled many Americans, who felt “fearful and embarrassed about murderous violence and what it seemed to imply about ‘the national character.’”104 High-profile criminals and murders coincided with a surge in robberies and robbery-homicides in the mid-1920s that further terrified city dwellers.105 Americans in the 1920s and 1930s, argued historian Jeffrey S. Adler, grew fearful of “a new breed of criminal that seemed more calculating and more predatory, as holdup men and bank robbers, armed with Thompson submachine guns and fast getaway cars, invaded business districts, targeted respectable citizens, and evaded law enforcers.”106 While structural changes, increased visibility, new technologies, and better training were all part-and-parcel of the goals of professionalization, by the mid-1920s these reforms seemed inadequate to the challenges police departments faced. As a result, departments became much more militarized in their fight against crime. Even when the crime wave of the mid-1920s subsided, the crime panic continued, and city officials across the country launched a “war on crime” that spanned the 1930s.107 As part of the “war” effort, police adopted more aggressive tactics and “reinvent[ed] themselves as crime fighters.”108

Nationwide, police departments described their policing tactics in militaristic terms, often painting themselves as defenders of the public at large in a war against crime.109 In 1928, a report published by the American Institute of Criminal Law and Criminology congratulated the MPD for its “warfare against dope selling.”110 Memphis police periodically engaged in raids aimed at ferreting out various forms of vice. On June 17, 1935, for example, the Memphis Press-Scimitar touted that “police raiding squads are harassing bootleggers, gamblers and prostitutes and vice has retreated to the shadows of the underworld.”111 These raids typically made headlines and demonstrated to the public that the police could be effective in their fight against crime and vice.112 Again in 1942, Memphis officials declared a “war on prostitution” to thwart “prostitutes reported drifting toward Memphis from 27 Middle Tennessee Counties.”113 Officials even framed efforts to combat nonviolent and non-morals-related issues in militaristic terms. In an attempt to regain the title of the “Nation’s Safest City,” in terms of traffic accidents, “the entire Memphis Police Department, led by a large staff of well trained, seasoned traffic officers, girded itself yesterday for the fight which they hope will regain Memphis its title.”114

The militarization of the police was about more than terminology. While police had utilized guns since the mid-nineteenth century, departments across the country incorporated advanced weapons in their arsenals.115 Throughout the late 1920s and 1930s, these weapons seemed more appropriate for a battlefield than for a city in the United States. The NOPD introduced tear gas, which was “successfully tested in the first World War.”116 By the 1940s, the MPD possessed dozens of submachine guns, gas masks, and high-explosive grenades.117 As police weaponry became more advanced, officers’ tactics also became more aggressive. On January 14, 1938, the Birmingham News reported that the BPD had issued a “shoot to kill” order against “breakers of windows.” Police Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor and Police Chief T. A. Riley issued “orders to ‘shoot to kill’ anyone found perpetrating this particular act of vandalism.”118 Throughout the interwar period, police became heavily armed and aggressive crime fighters as a result of military-grade weapons and military-style tactics. By publicizing the use of new weapons and tactics, police departments suggested to the populace that officers would utilize them to combat crime and maintain law and order in their respective cities.

Race and Policing in the Urban South

By the late 1920s and 1930s, maintaining law and order in the Jim Crow South largely aimed at controlling the swelling urban black populations in order to assuage white perceptions of black criminality.119 Enforcement of segregation laws remained part of the police officers’ duties, but from the late 1920s to the 1940s, police monitoring and patrolling of the black community became more vehement as white urban dwellers came to rely on the police to protect them from African Americans. By targeting African Americans, police in southern cities demonstrated their commitment to white supremacy and crime fighting at little political cost, as most nonwhites in southern cities remained disenfranchised.120 The connections between blackness and crime compounded with new challenges to white supremacy produced a more aggressive policing that targeted the black community as part of a larger effort to calm white fears regarding potential breaches to the Jim Crow racial caste system.121 Although crime and violence fell precipitously during the 1930s, white southerners’ concerns over crime, especially those committed by African Americans, did not abate. In fact, police and other law enforcement agencies arrested more African Americans during the 1930s and simultaneously cracked down on any perceived challenges to white supremacy.122

Following the end of World War I, African Americans’ renewed fight against white supremacy frightened many white southerners. The “New Negro” of the 1920s demanded full inclusion into American society.123 In New Orleans, a brief article in the Louisiana Weekly summed up the feeling among black southerners. The writer excoriated African Americans who acquiesced to Jim Crow laws and customs and championed those African Americans who defied their subordinate status. Black Americans, the writer stated, “want good homes, clothes, education, jobs, businesses and all the other things their hard-earned cash enable them to buy. These same Negroes have enough courage, manhood and bravery to fight in defense of their homes and ideals. This is a sign that the Negro is rising.” The author finally urged black New Orleanians to do the same, claiming, “examples of militant, ambitious and progressive Negroes have recently appeared in Kansas City, New York City, Washington, Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland. Where next?”124 Many black southerners embraced this New Negro mentality, and their demands for full inclusion into American society, politics, and economy frightened many white southerners.

White fears over the New Negro combined with legal breaches in the Jim Crow racial hierarchy. African American organizations, especially the NAACP, challenged segregation statutes in the Supreme Court throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, with increasing success.125 In 1927, for example, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned New Orleans’s race-based residential zoning law in Harmon v. Tyler.126 In 1935, the Supreme Court further challenged the tenets of white supremacy when it declared all-white juries unconstitutional in two cases, Patterson v. Alabama and Norris v. Alabama.127 The federal government also pressured city governments to expand New Deal relief efforts to include African Americans. Southern whites viewed these challenges to white supremacy as an attack on the very foundations of Jim Crow social structures. In 1935, New Orleans’s District Attorney Eugene Stanley declared, “At no time in the history of our State has White Supremacy been in greater danger.”128 The collapse of some of the formal and legal mechanisms ensuring black subordination sparked fear in many white southerners, who worried that African Americans were gaining rights at the expense of the white community.129

Concerns over challenges to white supremacy heightened fears of black violence targeting whites during the 1930s. Although rates of black crimes against whites remained low and declined throughout the decade, when interracial crimes occurred they were often amplified by southern newspapers.130 News stories of black criminals assaulting white residents proliferated, and articles about black murderers, robbers, and “prowlers” who stalked through the city were mainstays in the white press. During the first four months of 1938 alone, the Birmingham News reported at least thirty-three stories regarding black criminals in the city.131 In a typical example, the Birmingham News reported on April 24, 1938, “Negro Stomps, Robs Woman.” The story warned residents in Birmingham of the dangers African American criminals posed for whites. Mrs. Irene White simply stood waiting on a streetcar when, according to the news report, “the Negro came up behind her and ordered her to give him her purse. She resisted . . . and the Negro knocked her to the ground, kicked and stomped her and then took the purse, which contained a small amount of money.”132 Crime became associated with blackness partially because of the media focus on black criminality and the threat black criminals potentially posed for white residents.133

Southern city officials turned to the police to assert greater control over the black population in response to these challenges to segregation and white concerns regarding black criminality during the crime panic of the late 1920s and 1930s. During this era, men such as NOPD’s superintendent, George Reyer (1931–42); Memphis’s commissioner of public safety, Clifford Davis (1928–40); Birmingham’s police chief, Fred McDuff (1921–33); and, most infamously, Birmingham’s commissioner of public safety, Eugene “Bull” Connor (1936–54), oversaw the assumption of the responsibility to maintain Jim Crow race relations by these more modernized police forces using violence, harassment, and arrests of increasing numbers of African Americans.134 Many of these leaders of southern law enforcement agencies not only utilized police forces to maintain racial subordination, but also personally viewed African Americans as inferior and often collaborated with, drew political support from, or were active members of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s and 1930s.135 The attitude of individual officers on the force often mirrored that of their leaders.136 Under Commissioner Davis’s tenure in Memphis, for example, as many as 70 percent of MPD officers were avowed members of the Ku Klux Klan.137

With white supremacist leaders and officers, southern police forces embraced racially discriminatory practices to maintain Jim Crow. Vagrancy arrests proved an effective and time-tested way for southern law enforcement to arrest large numbers of African Americans.138 Yet, vagrancy arrests increased nationwide during the 1930s as the Great Depression thrust millions of Americans into poverty and unemployment.139 This rise in vagrancy arrests also reflected concerted efforts by police departments to assuage concerns among white Americans about black criminality.140 The combination of white fears of African American criminals and the high rates of poverty and unemployment among black southerners during the Great Depression meant that African Americans were especially vulnerable to vagrancy arrests. African Americans were well aware of this exploitation by police and frequently complained about it. In 1934, Elizabeth Madison, a black woman from New York City, wrote a letter to the president of the New Orleans branch of the NAACP inquiring about the whereabouts of her brother, Albert Madison. She claimed he lived in New Orleans and that she had not heard from him in some time. She suggested that he might be housed in a local or state jail because he “was frequently being arrested by the police for no apparent reason.”141 Vagrancy arrests were indicative of the way southern officials manipulated the expanded legal system to turn black residents into criminals, extract fines and labor from African Americans, and maintain control over the black population under the guise of crime control.142

While vagrancy arrests removed many black southerners from city streets, the police also launched massive, publicized campaigns targeting large segments of the black urban population to appease white fears of violent black criminals.143 Following a 1929 holdup in New Orleans, the chief of police demanded “‘all suspicious negroes’ be apprehended and searched for concealed weapons.” Again in 1932, NOPD detained upward of nine hundred African Americans in the wake of a robbery-homicide of a white grocer.144 Indiscriminate round-ups such as these demonstrated to African Americans just how vulnerable they could be when police felt the need to make arrests. But from the police perspective, these actions also provided the white community with a perceived sense of safety from black criminals.

Police sweeps of black neighborhoods also involved nonviolent offenses. In Memphis, police began raiding black saloons along Beale Street with increased vigor throughout the 1930s.145 On December 2, 1932, the Memphis Commercial-Appeal identified a change in police strategy and stated that the “first intimation of a ‘shake-up’ was noted this week with an unusual number of negro gambling house raids. The raids have netted more than 50 negro gamblers.”146 Just six days later, the Commercial-Appeal detailed the arrests of an additional ninety-five African American gamblers as police remained “determined to curb operations of alleged negro gambling houses, policy dives and other resorts which have served as hideouts for criminals.”147 Raids of this sort placated public fears over crime and vice, but perhaps more importantly for white residents, they demonstrated the transference of enforcement of white supremacy from the public to the police by bringing more African Americans under the control of the criminal justice system.148

As police sought black criminals (real and imagined), they often employed violence as part of their crime control strategy.149 Aggressive policing led to the death of large numbers of African Americans throughout the Jim Crow period.150 Police officers viewed African Americans as dangerous, unpredictable, and violent.151 Although the number of police officers killed by African Americans was low, these instances tended to resonate within police departments for many decades.152 Across the South, countless instances of police shootings of African Americans for resisting arrest or behaving suspiciously can be found in newspapers and police records. According to police homicide reports maintained by the MPD, between 1917 and 1945 police killed ninety-nine African Americans (see fig. 1.1). Moreover, when officers shot and killed African Americans, in 90 percent of the cases police claimed the black victim resisted arrest or attempted to escape.153 On February 25, 1933, for example, six police officers confronted, bound, beat, and arrested nineteen-year-old Lavon Carlock in a back alley for allegedly assaulting a local white prostitute named Ruby Morris. When Morris identified the bound black man as her assailant, police reported that Carlock “jerked loose and attempted to make his escape with the result that Patrolmen Sanders, and Freeman started shooting at the Negro.” Although the two officers said they fired only one shot, officials later determined that Carlock was struck by five bullets.154According to historian Michael K. Honey, police “regularly beat, shot, and killed enough blacks in Memphis that everyone knew the penalty for not living within the etiquette of Jim Crow.”155

This type of violence was not confined to Memphis. According to NOPD records, police shot and killed fifty-nine people between 1926 and 1945.156 Of these fifty-nine police killings, African Americans made up 61 percent of the victims (see fig. 1.2), even though they represented just 29 percent of the city’s population. The NOPD officers typically shot African Americans suspected of disorderly conduct or suspicious activity, allegedly while they were resisting arrest.157 When, for instance, Patrolman William Mellor and two other officers saw twenty-year-old Hamilton Duplessis driving an automobile while wearing a bathing suit on August 7, 1932, the officers demanded Duplessis take his car to the Fifth Precinct. Duplessis, who, according to the Louisiana Weekly, “had never before been arrested,” refused and fled the scene. According to Mellor, as he chased the black man on his motorcycle he fell, and his gun discharged accidentally, fatally striking Duplessis. While at the hospital, however, Duplessis claimed, “Officer Mellor deliberately fired at him five times.”158 Duplessis died in the hospital twenty-one days later on August 28, 1932.
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Fig. 1.1. African Americans Killed by Police in Memphis, 1917–1945. Source: MPD Homicide Reports, 1917–1945.
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Fig. 1.2. African Americans Killed by Police in New Orleans, 1926–1945. Source: NOPD Homicide Reports, 1926–1945.

While the records of the BPD are not available, qualitative evidence suggests that police in the city also shot African Americans at alarming rates. At approximately 10:30 p.m. on December 31, 1932, three BPD officers shot and killed Edna Davis while she was at her home. The local black press reported several versions of the killing. Some said officers entered Davis’s home to make an arrest and ordered all of the black men and women in the home to lie on the floor. Davis, according to this report, refused and demanded to put on her coat. At this point, “two officers of the law fired two shots into her body” and killed her instantly. Other reports claimed Davis “scuffled with the officers, resisted arrest, made an effort to get a shot gun from under a bed, and in this attitude or disposition she was shot.” According to yet another telling of the events, four officers all had guns and “not a Negro in the house was armed or in reach of any firearms.” Regardless of how events actually played out, the local black newspaper declared, “The general sentiment leads to the point that the tragedy might have easily been avoided.”159 The Birmingham Post, a white newspaper, agreed. According to an editorial reprinted in the Birmingham Reporter, “Something is wrong when three able-bodied officers, with a clear chance to make a clean arrest cannot take a Negro woman into custody without adding another victim to the city’s homicide rate.”160 Edna Davis was far from the only one. In 1932, sociologist Kenneth E. Barnhart studied homicide trends in Birmingham and paid particular attention to police killings of black suspects. He suggested that killings of African Americans by police for “resisting arrest” accounted for a large percentage of homicides involving blacks in Birmingham. “A careful check of police records for 1930,” he noted, “shows that 18 negroes were shot in this manner. . . . No White males [or] White females . . . were shot by officers for ‘resisting arrest.’”161 In the context of white concerns over black criminality and an association of blackness with violent behavior, police violence against African American suspects proved commonplace as officers used lethal force as part of a broader crime-fighting strategy.

Even seemingly innocuous activities could turn violent for southern blacks. Around 8 p.m. on January 20, 1920, BPD officers H. H. Mooreland and W. M. Dews came across a black man riding a bicycle with two cartons of cigarettes on his handle bars. Something about this African American, whom officers later identified as Willie Lee Anderson, raised the suspicion of the officers. Officers Dews and Mooreland demanded Anderson halt, but he threw down his bike and ran. In a statement to the Jefferson County Grand Jury, Officer Mooreland stated, “I shot at him before he got to the corner.” He missed. As the chase ensued, Mooreland yelled, “Wait a minute, boy. This is police, and I want to talk to you.” Anderson, however, continued to run. Mooreland shot at him three more times and Officer Dew eventually caught up with Anderson, brought him to the ground, and arrested him for stealing cigarettes from the R. G. Patterson Cigar Company.162

A significant change in police violence against African Americans occurred during the 1930s. Police killings of suspects on the streets declined, while police abuse of African Americans during interrogations increased.163 It is not that police violence against African Americans decreased: it simply changed locales. As historian Silvan Niedermeier argued, “as law enforcement officials gradually enforced the state’s monopoly on the use of force in the South, they increasingly relied on methods of torture to obtain forced confessions and secure convictions of suspected offenders.”164 While use of the “third degree,” or the use of physical or mental suffering to get information from suspects, was widespread, New Orleans gained a reputation as one of its most notorious adherents.”165 Out of 332 cities surveyed by the American Civil Liberties Union in 1939, New Orleans ranked as one of the worst three cities in the nation.166 While black and white New Orleanians alike faced the threat of police abuse throughout the first three decades of the twentieth century, by the late 1920s and 1930s police violence became more racialized. Out of all suspects killed in police custody in the 1920s, black New Orleanians accounted for 50 percent of the total. During the 1930s, however, that total reached upward of 75 percent.167 When NOPD arrested Loyd D. T. Washington, a forty-one-year-old black cook, on May 11, 1938, officers confined him to a cell, accused him of murdering a white man from Yazoo City, Mississippi, in 1918, and held him for thirty-three days without a warrant and never charged him with a crime. While he was in custody, officers interrogated him for several days and brought him into the “show-up room.” As Washington remembered, police “tried to make me sign papers stating that I had killed a white man.” Police kicked, punched, and severely beat Washington, knocked out five of his teeth, and broke one of his ribs. On June 13, 1938, the NOPD released Washington, finally admitting they had arrested the wrong man. Washington’s experience was not atypical. The NOPD routinely utilized brutal tactics to thwart criminal activity and to extract confessions from African Americans.168

While New Orleans’s police may have been the most notorious, police departments across the country employed the “third degree” as a tool in the police arsenal to gain confessions.169 When the MPD arrested Willie Jones and accused him of stealing a purse from a white woman named Granville Garner, the officers dealt with him “extremely harshly,” according to the leading black newspaper in the city. Once in custody, Jones denied his involvement, but police hit him in the mouth with their fists, beat him over the head with a board, hit him with a blackjack, and threatened him with a rubber hose. According to one witness, “I saw some white men striking him and he was crying for mercy.”170 The beatings were so severe that Jones eventually confessed to the crime. The BPD behaved similarly and, according to Charlie Jackson, BPD officers subjected him to the third degree, which caused him to confess to the murder of a white filling station operator named W. T. Smith on May 24, 1930. Jackson declared “they whipped me and threatened me there at the city hall. . . . There were about 15 of them had me in the room in the city hall. They dropped me down across the chair down there.”171 Law enforcement officials across the South used this method of forced confessions, in which interrogators typically made the defendant strip, laid them across a chair, bound them, anwhipped them across the back until they confessed to the crime for which they had been apprehended.172 Subjecting African American suspects to these tactics reinforced notions of white supremacy by harkening back to the antebellum period when black slaves were often subjected to whipping punishments by white masters and overseers, and late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when white mobs lynched, whipped, and physically assaulted thousands of black southerners.173

Maintaining control over swelling black populations involved more than a focus on perceived or invented criminal behavior in black communities. Southern city officials also viewed African American challenges to white supremacy as further attacks on law and order. Throughout the early twentieth century, African Americans formed a number of civic groups, fraternal orders, and civil rights and political organizations. White city officials tolerated some of these groups, except when organized blacks pushed the boundaries of Jim Crow and sought full inclusion into American political, social, and economic institutions. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) drew particular ire from city officials and the police. Founded in 1909, the NAACP attempted to penetrate the South in the late 1910s. Although it enjoyed initial success, throughout the 1920s and 1930s law makers and law enforcement worked to limit its effectiveness. Across the South, states and cities passed ordinances that made the work of the NAACP and other civil rights organizations nearly impossible. In Birmingham, city officials passed a law under Section 5474 of the city code that prohibited posting of advertising matter on fences, buildings, and telephone poles. When local NAACP branch president E. W. Taggart distributed a poster denouncing lynching and promoting the NAACP in 1933, police quickly arrested him. According to NAACP officials, “Dr. Taggart was arrested because the Birmingham branch issued a poster and distributed it about the city protesting against lynching and appealing for members to join the branch.”174 City officials across the region passed a number of statutes to thwart black political organizing and used the police to enforce those laws and maintain white supremacy.175

Police also monitored African American political activities. Although disenfranchisement laws in Alabama and Louisiana did not completely eliminate black political activities in Birmingham and New Orleans throughout the Jim Crow era, those laws certainly curtailed formal activism. However, in Memphis, a significant number of African Americans retained the right to vote. The local police force often played a role in limiting the political power of African Americans if they challenged Edward Crump, boss of the Shelby County political machine.176 Police repression of black political activists in Shelby County increased during the Great Depression as African Americans became more critical of Crump’s political domination.177 When local black businessman Dr. J. B. Martin, a well-known Republican, organized a series of campaign rallies in support of Republican presidential candidate Wendell Willkie and other Republican office seekers, Crump, a Democrat, demanded Martin call off the rallies or he would be “policed.”178 Martin refused, and the MPD stationed officers outside of his drugstore for nearly a month. Using a trumped-up drug distribution charge, officers harassed Martin and anyone who entered his store, including black children.179 In a letter to President Franklin Roosevelt in 1940, Edward E. Strong described the harsh tactics of MPD toward black Memphians and claimed that “there is a concerted drive . . . to force Negro leaders out of business and out of town and to intimidate the entire Negro population by wholesale arrests every day and by placing heavy police guards in peaceful Negro neighborhoods.”180 Despite the ability of black Memphians to have some influence on local and state elections, if they openly challenged powerful white politicians they faced the threat of police harassment and abuse.

Labor activism among African Americans also threatened the Jim Crow racial hierarchy, and the police often played a role in undermining any attempt by black workers to unionize. As the Great Depression plunged Americans into poverty and economic hardships, the labor movement grew more radical and vocal. In the South, this radicalization challenged not only traditional political power but also the Jim Crow system of racial oppression. As historian Michael K. Honey stated, “Struggles for civil rights, civil liberties, and labor rights became inextricably intertwined. Without the right to organize, neither African Americans nor workers as a group could change their conditions, and that right could not be gained without seriously undermining the segregation system.”181 Unions faced many challenges organizing workers in the South as state and local governments typically worked to limit organizing. Yet, as unionizing efforts increased during the Great Depression, the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) and the Communist Party USA further challenged southern laws and customs and promoted biracial unions.182 The police worked diligently to harass union organizers because organized labor represented a threat to the business interests of southern cities in general, as well as the fact that interracial unions challenged the basis of Jim Crow and white supremacy.

Whether in Birmingham, Memphis, or New Orleans, police harassed, arrested, beat, and killed union organizers.183 On October 8, 1932, the Birmingham World reported that several members of the BPD had monitored a meeting of the International Labor Defense (ILD) when they held their southern conference at the Colored Masonic Temple in Birmingham. The ILD was a legal advocacy organization supported by the Communist Party in the United States, and it posed a number of threats to Jim Crow as it supported interracial labor and political organizing. The ILD proved particularly attractive to working-class blacks in and around Birmingham because of its advocacy for labor rights, its protests against police brutality, and its decision to provide a legal defense for the Scottsboro boys.184 When the organization held an interracial meeting on October 2, 1932, the BPD showed up in full force. According to the Birmingham World’s report, “there were in the building and on the outside at vantage points about seventy-five of Birmingham’s police force” that monitored an interracial meeting of about three hundred people.185 Approximately 26 percent of the Birmingham police force, then, was stationed in and around this meeting.186 The police apparently did not arrest any of the attendees. Yet by monitoring the activities of this interracial group, the BPD sought to instill fear into the attendees and also to reduce public concerns of potential challenges to the Jim Crow social and political system.187 As one black editorialist in the Birmingham Reporter understood, “Judging by the number of officers detailed to preserve order, there was the known necessity for extreme caution to prevent the occurrence of anything that [might] not add to the city’s good reputation.”188

While police monitored and intimidated black political and labor organizations, individual African Americans who challenged white supremacy also faced police violence and abuse. The case of Tom Watkins was perhaps the most blatant example of police abuse of black union organizers. At 2:30 in the morning, on May 26, 1939, Watkins, an organizer of dock workers on the Memphis riverfront, awakened to someone pounding on his door. When he went to the door he discovered two police officers waiting outside. The men came inside Watkins’s house and told him, “We have some people who want to look at you.” The two officers placed him and his wife, Arlene in handcuffs, put them in an unmarked car, and drove off toward the riverfront. Union activists and organizers in Memphis had a history of disappearing in the middle of the night.189 Prior to this night, police had beaten Watkins severely on President’s Island just outside of the city and arrested him on a charge of “communism”; the police chief, William D. Lee, told Watkins, “I’ll get you if it takes me twenty years, you son of a bitch.” Needless to say, Watkins surely knew he was in serious trouble. MPD officers took Tom and Arlene to a warehouse, bound her on a pile of lumber, and proceeded to beat Tom with a thirty-pound piece of oak timber used to draw barges to the docks, known as a capstan bar. Watkins fell to the floor and heard one of his abusers say, “Drop him overboard quick.” As one of the men attempted to strike Watkins again, he missed, and accidentally struck his fellow officer. At this point Watkins scrambled to his feet and made a mad dash toward the Mississippi River. Police fired several shots at him during the chase. Watkins somehow managed to make it to the river and leap in. Police continued shooting into the river as Watkins clandestinely floated along the shoreline until they left. Watkins barely survived; his account illustrated the role of police in thwarting unionization of black workers in southern cities across the region.190

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, southern police targeted black criminality and thwarted black political and labor organizing as part of a broader effort to maintain black subordination. As the economic depression of the 1930s descended upon southern cities, fears of black criminality among southern whites coalesced with more concerted and successful efforts by African Americans to challenge their subordinated status to produce more aggressive policing to maintain white supremacy in the face of these challenges. Police raided black establishments, monitored African American organizational meetings, and arrested black southerners at high rates. In so doing, the police demonstrated their commitment to protecting white communities from the perceived threat of African American criminals and to defending the Jim Crow racial hierarchy that permeated the South.191

 

At the end of World War II police departments in cities across the South looked remarkably different than their nineteenth-century predecessors. An NOPD publication entitled “Fifty Years of Progress,” published in 1950, summed up the advancements made by departments across the region, “Fifty years which have seen the development of the science of fingerprinting, the use of automobiles, motorcycles, and even airplanes for patrol work, and great strides in communication by radio, telephone and teletype.”192 Through professionalization efforts, the police attempted to change their image from corrupt and inefficient to a more competent crime-fighting force that upheld law and order in the urban South. Law and order, however, became defined in racialized terms as white southerners not only relied on police to protect white lives and livelihoods, but also depended on them to bolster the racist structures that undergirded southern society. In other words, despite the fact that police departments in many southern cities continued to be mired in politics, inefficiency, and corruption, white southerners understood police officers and detectives as protectors of the Jim Crow racial hierarchy. In 1940, for instance, Memphis’s police and fire commissioner, Joe Boyle, charged the MPD with keeping Memphis “a white man’s country.” He continued, “Any negro who doesn’t agree to this better move on.”193 For black southerners, then, the transformation of southern police departments coincided with more coercive and efficient policing of the black community. Police placed more African Americans under the management of the formal criminal justice system, abused and killed black suspects at high rates, targeted black political and labor organizations, and maintained segregation statutes throughout the region. By the end of World War II, then, for white and black southerners the police represented the force that maintained white supremacy.

Despite their concerns over the role of the police in maintaining and enforcing Jim Crow, black residents also understood that the police had a key role to play in urban spaces. In their effort to reduce crime in their own communities, many African Americans believed that better policing offered a potential solution. While offering stinging criticisms of police abuse of black suspects, unnecessary arrests of black residents, and seeming disdain for black rights, calls for more police and better policing practices in black neighborhoods routinely appeared in the pages of the black press. These appeals to law enforcement to help combat crime in black communities reveal a legacy of criticism of and support for the police within the black community dating back to the early twentieth century.




CHAPTER 2

African American Responses to Crime in the Urban South

 

 

 

In an editorial published in the Birmingham Reporter, the major black newspaper of the city, on May 26, 1928, the author bemoaned a nearly decade-long crime wave that wreaked havoc in the city. While social scientists, city officials, and writers pointed to several potential causes of the nationwide crime wave, the editorialist declared, “However obscure [the causes of crime waves] are, there are definite results that leave no guessing about what is considered the most effective means of immediate relief from their effects. The centers from which they radiate are so elusive that it is idle to strike at the deep-seated causes for ultimate relief when the actual situation requires instant attention to insure public safety.” The solution in the short term, according to this writer, rested not with public expenditures on parks, educational facilities, or access to better jobs. Instead, the editorialist declared, “the only immediate relief is police protection.” In the author’s view, the lack of adequate police forces in Birmingham, particularly in black communities, allowed criminal organizations to proliferate, expand their influence, and commit crimes with seeming impunity. He concluded, “Not tomorrow does Birmingham need better police protection, but today; in fact, it needed it yesterday and the day before.”1

The concerns expressed in this editorial reflected the sentiments of many middle-class African Americans in the urban South in the first half of the twentieth century. As southern police forces evolved in response to white southerners’ concerns over crime, violence, and black migration to southern cities, middle-class black residents articulated similar concerns over seemingly high rates of crime and violence that occurred in their own communities. In many ways, this was not surprising. Rates of violence in the black community, particularly homicide, far outpaced rates in white communities. White perpetrators of violence against African Americans rarely faced punishment, while punishment for black intraracial crimes also seemed lacking in the Jim Crow criminal justice system. Middle-class African Americans at the time understood the root causes of these disparities, including limited opportunities for economic advancement for African Americans, lack of adequate housing, and poor educational facilities. In response, middle-class black residents of the urban South routinely called for improvements in these facets of their communities in the pages of the black press. However, most understood that extracting the necessary funding from white city officials and government agencies would be difficult, if not impossible. Those demands represented an ideal, long-term solution.

For many middle-class African Americans, the best short-term solution involved equitable treatment by the criminal justice system for crimes committed against African Americans. The demand for equitable treatment became part of a movement focusing on the fair administration of laws in black neighborhoods that dated back to the late nineteenth century. Fair-administration advocates called for several structural changes within the local criminal justice apparatus that all centered on providing black communities with more protection from crime and violence. Part of that effort centered on better policing in black communities. Better policing involved more officers on the ground in black neighborhoods, equitable treatment of black residents, and consistent enforcement of the laws. This movement for better policing focused on two main tenets: an end to police brutality and the hiring of black police officers. In the eyes of black fair-administration advocates, these two goals would improve police departments’ responsiveness to crimes committed against African Americans, promote positive interactions between officers and black residents, and decrease crime in black neighborhoods. As white southerners turned to the police to monitor and control swelling black populations in the urban South, middle-class black residents also implored the police to protect them from the threats to black lives and property in the Jim Crow South.

Crime and Violence in Black Communities

Discussions of crime in black communities proliferated in the United States throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. By the twentieth century, white southerners viewed African Americans as dangerous, prone to criminal behavior, and inherently inferior.2 Black scholars, such as W. E. B. Du Bois and Monroe Work, attempted to combat these negative characterizations by pointing out discriminatory practices within the criminal justice system and lack of services provided to black Americans as possible reasons for the racial disparities in incarceration.3 However, their arguments fell largely on deaf white ears. Local and state legislatures across the South relied on the characterization, and white fear, of African Americans as violent and dangerous to justify racial segregation and disenfranchisement that became known as Jim Crow. By the dawn of the twentieth century, concepts of race and crime became central to defending and defining the Jim Crow racial hierarchy.4

Although African Americans argued against the notion of black criminality as indicative of black inferiority, concerns over crime in black communities reached a climax during the 1920s and early 1930s in response to a nationwide panic over criminal activity.5 Much of this conversation focused on the high rates of black intraracial violence that racked southern cities in the early twentieth century. These writers challenged the arguments put forth by their white counterparts that African Americans were more prone than white Americans to criminal behavior. Nonetheless, instances of violence against African Americans routinely appeared on the front pages of black newspapers, black writers expressed their concerns over crime and potential causes of it in black communities, and black civic organizations expressed their dismay with crime in black communities as well.

On any given day, stories related to various crimes in black neighborhoods confronted readers of black newspapers in southern cities. On April 23, 1932, the front page of the Louisiana Weekly featured several crime-related stories with headlines that proved typical of any given issue. Articles such as, “Killer Evades Posse,” “Killed as He Seeks Refuge from Gunman,” “Hayes Gets Long Term for Murder,” “Ito Jacques Sentenced to Hang in June,” “Woman Held for Killing of Husband,” “Called from Home, Shot,” and “Wants Bath Tub Clean, Gets Shot,” appeared on the front page.6 Much of this coverage undoubtedly related to the fact that stories about criminal acts are attention-grabbing and help sell newspapers.7 But the coverage of crimes committed in black communities and against African Americans also spoke to a real problem faced by black residents across the urban South.

Violence perpetrated by whites against blacks was a mainstay of the Jim Crow South. Lynchings epitomized the most horrific forms of white violence that black communities faced. Such sensationalized acts of violence remained a constant threat to black lives during the Jim Crow era. Yet, instances of mob violence dropped significantly throughout the first three decades of the twentieth century. But, although lynchings declined, less dramatic acts of homicide occurred with terrifying frequency.8 According to available police reports, white residents in Memphis and New Orleans killed 271 African American residents between 1917 to 1945.9 On July 4, 1924, for example, a forty-six-year-old black man named Will Moore sat down at the front end of a streetcar in Memphis and, more assertively, refused to move back when the operator M. F. Green demanded it. Green then took a switch bar and hit Moore on the wrist and forced Moore to the back of the car. Once at the back of the car, Moore allegedly opened his knife and stated, “I am going to get you now” and lunged at R. D. Ford, the other operator on the car. Claiming self-defense, Ford stabbed Moore three times. An emergency car took Moore to the General Hospital where he died at 3:40 a.m. on July 6, 1924.10 Much like lynchings, these acts of violence concerned black urban dwellers in the South because of the frequency and lack of punishment for white perpetrators.11

The murder of Hattie McCray by Charles Guerand was perhaps the most infamous interracial murder case to arise in New Orleans in the first half of the twentieth century. On February 10, 1930, Guerand, an off-duty NOPD officer, killed Hattie McCray, a fourteen-year-old black girl. On the day of the killing, Guerand came into a local restaurant named Matt’s Place where McCray worked as a dishwasher. Guerand, who spent the day drinking, went into the kitchen and “started fooling around” with McCray twice throughout the day. Both times she “repulsed” his attempts. At 3:30 p.m., Guerand returned for a third time to “have sexual intercourse” with the young girl, and yet again she “repelled” him. At which point Guerand announced to the restaurant that he would “kill that God Damned Nigger wench” and went back into the kitchen, argued about having sexual intercourse with her. At some point during the exchange, Guerand shot McCray. Hattie McCray died later at the hospital.12

White residents’ criminal and violent actions against African Americans remained an ever-present threat to black urban dwellers, yet throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, black intraracial violence also proved to be a major problem in the black community. Between 1917 and 1945, black residents in Memphis and New Orleans killed 1,302 and 674 African Americans, respectively.13 On the evening of May 12, 1927, for example, Eddie Hill killed twenty-one-year-old Clarance Williams. On the night of the incident, Williams came home from work and found his girlfriend, Beatrice Frederick, hosting a party in their room with several other men and women. Williams asked Hill what he was doing in his room, at which point Hill “pointed to one of the other negro men in the room and said that he had came [sic] there to see him.” Williams demanded Hill leave the room. Hill told Williams “to move from the path of the door-way and he would leave.” Williams grabbed his girlfriend and moved out of the doorway. As Hill left, Williams followed him out into the hallway. According to the police report, at this point Hill “pulled a revolver from his person and fired two shots at Clarance Williams, one of the bullets striking Clarance Williams in the breast who fell back into the room.” Hill fled immediately. Williams died at the scene.14 Black intraracial homicides such as the Williams case represented an additional threat to black lives in the Jim Crow South.15 The racist political, economic, and social restrictions placed on African American southerners in the early twentieth-century urban South largely underlaid the high rates of black intraracial violence.16 The continued dispossession of black residents only exacerbated the problems to the point that rates of homicide among urban black communities reached levels seen in some of the most violent countries today.17 If not troubling enough, higher rates of violence in black communities also provided fodder for white supremacists, who supported notions of inherent black criminality and the necessity for segregation as a safeguard for white communities.

High rates of intraracial homicides in black neighborhoods were not lost on black residents. Readers of local black newspapers routinely saw articles and editorials discussing the high rates of violence. Black writers expressed concern over the pervasiveness of this trend. In nearly all southern states and cities, African Americans killed each other at rates that far surpassed that of their white counterparts.18 Across the pages of the black press, editorialists expressed their dismay with crimes committed in black communities. In an editorial published in the Louisiana Weekly on May 19, 1928, the writer commented, “Unless something is done to curb the lust for blood between members of the race and to protect the race from the affronts of organized bands of hoodlums, decent law-abiding colored persons will be afraid to be about on the streets after dark.” The editorialists concluded, “Crime is just as bad when committed by one member of a race against another member of the same race as it is when a member of one race commits a crime involving a member of the opposite groups.”19 An editorialist in the Birmingham Reporter expressed similar concerns about violence in the black community. He stated, “Human life is cheap today. . . . The principal news displayed in glaring headlines upon the front pages of our daily papers is that of murder.” He demanded a “halt to this wholesale slaughter of human beings of which the associated press advises us daily.”20 These editorials indicated the frustration and concern that black residents across the urban South felt as they attempted to navigate life in Jim Crow cities. Crime and violence against black bodies affected not only the victims but all residents. Instead of serving as a bulwark against white oppression, many black urban dwellers grew concerned that their lives were not safe in their own communities.21

To understand the urban experience of African Americans in the early twentieth-century South, an understanding of black residents’ concern over crime and violence in their communities is necessary. Interracial violence proved an ominous threat to the security of black lives, livelihood, and property in the Jim Crow South, but so too did black intraracial crimes.22 The frequency with which black writers and black newspapers covered black intraracial crimes indicated as much. This is not to suggest that African Americans were inherently more criminally inclined than whites, as structural inequality, racism, and institutional barriers to black achievement, among other things, contributed to the racial disparities in criminal statistics. However, to ignore criminal acts committed against black Americans by black Americans is to overlook an important aspect of understanding the relationship between African Americans and the police in the Jim Crow South. The frequency with which black southerners committed criminal actions against other African Americans was of major concern in black communities and sparked debate among black residents over the best way to combat the problem.

African American Responses to Crime in Black Communities

Much of the recorded reactions to crime in black communities reflected the concerns of the black middle class in each city. Broadly speaking, the black middle class was comprised black business owners, teachers, doctors, church leaders, and other economically successful African Americans. Members of the black middle class viewed themselves as distinct from the mass of black workers not only in terms of economic status, but also in behavior, education, and lineage.23 As increasing numbers of African Americans migrated to southern cities in the first decades of the twentieth century, a growing demand for black businesses and enterprises that catered to African Americans spurred the creation of a black middle class. In Birmingham and Memphis, men like Reverend W. R. Pettiford, Andrew J. Beard, C. M. Harris, Robert Church, Jr., and J. E. Walker comprised part of the black middle class that established successful businesses largely catering to an African American clientele. These businesses included banks, funeral houses, insurance agencies, and rental properties.

New Orleans’s black elite shared similar characteristics with their counterparts in Birmingham and Memphis, but differed in important ways. The most marked distinction of the black elite in New Orleans was the presence of large numbers of Afro-Creoles who descended from a long lineage of free people of color that dated back to the original French establishment of the city. The Afro-Creoles were often well educated and formed an identity that was fundamentally different from that of a “negro,” or slave. Throughout the antebellum era, Afro-Creoles owned businesses, sought education, and participated in public life. Following emancipation and during the Jim Crow era, the community of Afro-Creoles remained better educated and more economically successful, and they defined themselves as a community distinct from African Americans. Yet, as Jim Crow laws sought to remove those distinctions, Afro-Creoles took up the mantle of resistance in an effort to safeguard their status.24 Such differences notwithstanding, the black elite in southern cities typically saw themselves as a separate group and maintained exclusive social clubs, formed religious and literary societies, rarely interacted with working-class African Americans, and typically established important alliances with the white civic and business leaders to limit the negative effects of Jim Crow.25 Their views of crime in black communities largely reflected their class status and backgrounds.

Reflecting the growing concern about crime sweeping the country in the late 1920s and 1930s, middle-class African Americans expressed their dismay with criminal activity in the pages of the black press. However, as opposed to white southerners such as Bull Connor and Clifford Davis, who emphasized stricter law enforcement and harsher treatment of black suspects, middle-class African Americans embraced a broad strategy to combat crime in black communities. Black social scientists and commentators had long pointed to many issues faced by African Americans as the root causes of black criminal behavior: lack of economic opportunities, poor housing, inadequate public education, alcohol consumption, the decline in religious morality, lack of strict parenting, and inequitable treatment of crimes committed against African Americans by southern courts.26 An editorial published in the Louisiana Weekly on November 7, 1931, indicated the solutions African Americans had come up with in response to the widespread causes. “With our hands on the pulse of 120,000 Negroes in this city,” the editorial proclaimed, “we would advocate sound parental teaching; more and better schools; a wholesome surrounding influenced by Christianity; Boy Scout organizations and Y.M.C.A.’s; playgrounds, community centers, a police protection that will destroy lurking evils, instead of encouraging them, and justice in the courts of law. Herein lies the making of good citizenship.”27 In other words, African American commentators believed that the best way to combat crime in black communities centered on a broad approach that eliminated discrimination in its various forms in the urban South, promoted morality within black communities, and increased protection of black lives and property by the expanded criminal justice system of the early twentieth-century South.

Middle-class African Americans frequently commented on the connections between structural inequalities that resulted from Jim Crow laws and customs and the prevalence of crime in black neighborhoods. Black critics argued the city needed to provide African Americans with better job opportunities and affordable housing to help combat the crime problem. These writers believed there was an inherent connection between poverty and crime. Racial restrictions on the types of jobs African Americans qualified for, according to these writers, contributed to high rates of unemployment and poverty in black communities. The lack of affordable housing in black communities compounded the economic problem because high rents syphoned off a majority of what little money black workers made.28 Black residents in southern cities believed that alleviating some of the economic pressures on African Americans would decrease criminal activity. To combat the “numerous . . . shootings, cuttings and killings” in New Orleans, a writer for the Louisiana Weekly argued on July 26, 1941, city officials should get at the “source of the evil” and “attack the conditions under which the majority of the unfortunate victims live.” To do so adequately, the writer stated, the city should embrace a multipronged approach and “build more government low-rent housing projects. Launch a widespread health and sanitation program. Sponsor recreational centers and parks for the use of adults and children. And most important, lift the taboos on economic opportunity, which is the real cause for low living standards.” The writer concluded that if the city did not address these issues in the black community, “we will continue to get the criminals we make.”29 Proponents of better jobs and living conditions as a tool to combat criminal activity in black communities believed that providing black residents with ways to reduce poverty in their own communities would indelibly reduce the crime rate.30

While structural issues undergirded much of the crime problem, several black commentators also pointed to deep-rooted issues in black communities. These middle-class writers viewed crime as a class problem associated with a lack of morality and character within the working-class black community. This belief largely stemmed from the “politics of respectability” that shaped the black middle-class worldview in the early twentieth century. Adherents to the politics of respectability found fault with the black working class, often criticizing the leisure activities and, in their view, the moral depravity of many black residents. The politics of respectability was also a means of advancement for middle-class black citizens. Their disdain and criticism of the black working class reflected their concern that vice and crime in black communities damaged the credibility of the race as a whole and stifled black progress.31 This movement was not confined to the South, as black reformers in the North also advocated for state and city governments to provide assistance to black families in order to inculcate middle-class standards of morality and respectability.32 With this mindset, many black writers placed the blame for crime on the shoulders of the black poor, and largely the failures of child rearing.33 On December 22, 1923, Carol W. Hayes, a black probation officer in Birmingham, explained that in order to fix the crime problem, African Americans needed to address “the weaknesses and lack of interest of many parents and children.” He argued that the causes of “juvenile delinquency are attributed to parental ignorance or neglect, environment, and heredity. We find that the greatest of these three maladies is parental ignorance or neglect.” According to Hayes, parents needed to devote more time to educating their children in proper morals, religion, and health.34 The lack of education, which many black writers believed began at home, had real ramifications for crime. According to an editorial published in the Birmingham Reporter on August 9, 1924, “Negroes get into too many frivolous things that must be settled by court trial and they are in them largely because of ignorance and lack of contact with superior elements, or interested elements of both races.” Reflecting the politics of respectability ideology, the writer concluded, “The advanced element of the Negro people must see the wisdom and convert themselves to social service work and become more missionary at home and reach the humbler member in the remotest section of the city and community life.”35 A class-based understanding of crime shaped these middle-class African Americans’ views on the issue. In their opinion, working-class blacks lacked the familial commitment to educate their children properly, and as a result, their children often got involved in criminal behaviors.

To make up for the lack of parental guidance among the working poor, several commentators pleaded for more after-school opportunities for black children. The issue could be solved, they argued, if the city provided more spaces for African American leisure. Some called for “places where [African American children] may blow off surplus energy,” such as “playing space,” or “recreational centers, a few more swimming pools, [and] one or two bathing beaches.”36 Others called for “corrective institutions,” like the Young Men’s Christian Association (Y.M.C.A.), that could “provide young manhood ‘ways and means’ to obtain clean recreation, education and the stimulation of good companionship.”37 For these writers, providing areas and institutions for black children would help reduce the likelihood of black youth becoming involved in illicit activities on the streets. An editorial in the Birmingham Reporter on March 5, 1932, stated, “A Negro Y.M.C.A. would afford a culture center through which much of the criminal tendency in the negro youth might be eliminated.” In the author’s view, “homicides are incidents in poorly regulated communit[ies]” where black children need more “opportunities to spend leisure in a healthy atmosphere and under supervision.” By providing black youth with exactly these kinds of leisure opportunities, the Y.M.C.A. and other institutions could impart the kind of middle-class values and sentiments that they felt were lacking in working-class black homes. This form of mentorship would, according to the writer, “contribute to the reduction of crime among Negroes, as well as operate in many ways otherwise beneficial to the community.”38

In addition to ferreting out the root causes of criminal activity, African Americans also understood that the criminal justice system played a role in combatting crime. Dealing with the structural causes of crime in black communities was a long-term struggle. In the immediacy, African Americans turned to the criminal justice system to punish criminals and hopefully reduce criminal activities in black communities in ways that mirrored the demands of white southerners. In response to a series of ax murders that occurred over the course of several years in Birmingham, an editorialist commented on the role of the criminal justice system in cities. “Our laws,” the writer stated, “are made as human restraints and not primarily to punish people, but as a warning against crime, and when the laws are broken by individuals or concerns punishment must follow as a remedy.” Alluding to the fact that larger structural changes needed to accompany a criminal justice solution, the writer opined, “Our redemption in Alabama is coming through social service organizations, the Christian church, educational institutions, and a fair administration of our laws [emphasis added].”39

For African Americans, “fair administration of our laws” represented a clarion call for criminal justice institutions and law enforcement officials to treat crimes committed against African Americans the same way that these institutions and officials treated crimes against whites. For its advocates, fair administration meant more police in black neighborhoods, better police practices when investigating crimes committed against African Americans, better treatment of black residents suspected of criminal behavior, and harsher penalties for anyone convicted of committing a crime against an African American.

Support for fair administration in the black community emphasized due process, or a citizen’s entitlement to fair treatment under the criminal justice system.40 Demands for due process grew out of African Americans’ long-standing concern over lynching. Although lynching did not begin in the 1890s, during that decade lynching became viewed as a racialized phenomenon and became a focus of black activism. White mobs lynched hundreds of African Americans, often with the assistance of local sheriffs or other law enforcement agents, and almost never faced any form of criminal punishment as a result. In response, black critics of lynch violence routinely called for criminal punishment of lynch mob participants, the removal of law enforcement officials who cooperated with or refused to punish lynch mobs, and demanded trials for all black victims of lynch mobs.41 As early as 1895, Ida B. Wells articulated black support for due process in her famous pamphlet, A Red Record. She stated, “We demand a fair trial by law for those accused of crime, and punishment by law after honest conviction. No Maudlin sympathy for criminals is solicited, but we do ask that the law shall punish all alike.”42 Instead of relying on extralegal methods of punishment, critics such as Wells staked their opposition to lynching in terms that promoted the formal processes of the criminal justice system.

Writers in New Orleans echoed Wells’s support for due process in response to lynchings. While no lynchings occurred in the city in the early twentieth century, black commentators often discussed lynchings that occurred throughout the rest of the South. In response to the decision of Bibb Graves, governor of Alabama, to call out the militia to prevent a lynching, writers for the Louisiana Weekly celebrated his effort to “preserve law and order” and encouraged “more governors [to] take this attitude” to “eliminate this evil from the confines of the United States of America.”43 One year later, editorialists blasted South Carolina senator Cole Blease’s support for lynchings by declaring their own support for due process. “Lynching is an abomination within the sight of God,” one writer declared. “Laws are made to punish man for his misdeeds against society, but if persons are allowed to take the law into their own hands, like it was suggested by the Honorable Cole Blease in his latest tirade against the Negro, then may God help us.”44 By offering both support for white officials who, in their view, upheld law and order and criticism for those who opposed due process in favor of extralegal practices, African Americans demonstrated their support for fair administration and an understanding of the dynamics they had to navigate to obtain support from officials of the criminal justice system.

Fair-administration advocates’ efforts to reduce criminal acts against African Americans continued even as the number of lynchings declined during the early twentieth century.45 As extralegal violence against African Americans became more clandestine and less frequent, and homicide and crime rates increased, calls for fair administration of the law from leaders of urban black communities shifted focus. While the threat of violence by whites remained ever present, many leaders also recognized that crime and violence from within the black community threatened the lives and livelihood of many African Americans. To hopefully quell rising crime rates in the 1920s, several African American leaders continued to champion the cause of law and order. On March 20, 1927, Reverend G. H. Connor, the pastor at Second Avenue Baptist Church in Birmingham, hosted a mass meeting “for moulding [sic] sentiment in favor of law and order, better citizenship and general community betterment.” The pastor claimed, “Negro citizens of North Birmingham can boast one of the most law-abiding communities in Jefferson county” and were “the leading spirit in the movement” for “law and order.”46 Three months later, Dr. P. W. Walls, the pastor of the Payne Chapel African Methodist Epsicopal church in Birmingham, offered more support for the law and order campaign in the city. He declared, “The tide of crime has risen to phenomenal heights within the period since November 1918.” His solution focused on what he called “a genuine campaign for law and order.”47 By the 1920s, then, black calls for law and order in their own communities represented an extension of earlier due process demands made in response to lynchings.

In demanding equitable enforcement of laws, black supporters of fair administration critiqued the dual system of justice that existed in the Jim Crow South. Across the region, local criminal justice institutions typically treated crimes committed against whites, particularly those allegedly perpetrated by blacks, rather seriously and crimes committed against African Americans with leniency. Moreover, African Americans faced the threat of criminal prosecution for many nonviolent offenses at rates that far surpassed those for whites. The Jim Crow criminal justice system treated blacks and whites accused of crimes in very different ways.48 For fair-administration advocates, strict enforcement of the law and sure punishment for offenders, regardless of race, would do much to curb crime in black communities.49 In New Orleans, black supporters of fair administration filled the pages of the Louisiana Weekly with demands for harsh punishments for criminals. “The man who commits a crime,” wrote one editorialist on April 10, 1926, “whether he be ‘Master Mind’ or the man with a sub-normal mentality, should be dealt with to the fullest extent of the law and dealt with as quickly as possible.” The writer argued against discriminatory customs, such as lighter sentences for crimes committed against African Americans and harsher sentences for crimes committed against whites, that often shaped the outcome of criminal trials. The author declared, “We simply believe that whatever the law says is right, should be observed and observed to the letter.”50 Echoing this sentiment, another black supporter of law and order wrote on June 2, 1928, “Crooks are crooks, no matter of what degree, and when they are caught they should be dealt with according to the law.”51 These two editorials reflected a law-and-order sentiment present in the black community that decried the dual system of justice that existed in the Jim Crow South: one for blacks and one for whites.52

Demands for equitable treatment under the law did not necessarily mean demands for more lenient treatment. Among many black fair-administration proponents, strict penalties for crimes would do much to combat criminal behavior in black communities. In response to a series of crimes committed in New Orleans, one editorialist declared on May 7, 1932, “Killings in New Orleans are far too numerous, and unless immediate steps are taken to severely punish those who hold human life so cheaply, this city at the end of the year, will find itself leading the list of cities in America for wanton murder.” The solution, according to this writer, centered on the criminal justice system. He cheered the Orleans Parish’s grand jury for the several indictments handed down the previous week, but knew that these indictments dealt with only the tip of the iceberg. If judges and juries refused to hold killers accountable, then indictments proved useless. For this writer, the solution to the increase in homicides rested in harsher and consistent sentences for killers. “There is only one way out of this,” he said. “it is an easy way, it is the best way. Punish the killer, and make the future safe for citizens who are citizen minded.”53

In order to promote the equitable enforcement of the law, black fair-administration advocates questioned the ability, or willingness, of an all-white criminal justice system to treat black victims and suspects fairly. An editorialist in the Louisiana Weekly expressed these concerns on July 30, 1932. The writer stated, “the unfortunate Negro has been getting so many rotten decisions at the hands of ‘Louisiana Justice’” in the last several years that some remedy was required. He argued,

 

We hate to think that we are living in a State [sic] where the courts of justice have been stripped of every vestige of plain and simple justice, a State [sic] where decisions are rendered according to a man’s outward color and not according to the evidence of guilt or innocence; we would hate to think that we are living in such a State [sic] where the men who sit on its judicial benches have fallen so low that they would ignore every right of a helpless and defenseless people; we would hate to think that we are living in such a State [sic] where it is impossible to select a jury of twelve white men or women who have enough moral backbone to hang a white man for killing a Negro and who would not be willing to hang every Negro who accidentally steps on a white man’s toes.

 

He concluded, “Recent court room decisions have been such as to almost force us to that conclusion.”54 According to these critics, as long as the criminal justice apparatus remained all white, African Americans would not receive fair treatment in the justice system.

By advocating for the inclusion of more African Americans on the enforcement side of the criminal justice system, black fair-administration proponents believed they had found a solution to the dual system of justice. African Americans were barred from jury service by law and custom across the Jim Crow South. For many black southerners, the lack of black representation on juries contributed to the discriminatory nature of the dual system of criminal justice because white juries were unconcerned with and unsympathetic to the plight of black residents.55 An end to racial discrimination in jury selection and service offered a solution to legal discrimination for many fair-administration supporters. Following exoneration of Charles Hintz, a white welfare worker in Algiers, Louisiana, who shot and killed a sixteen-year-old black teenager named Ben Singleton on May 12, 1933, many black residents of New Orleans voiced their discontent. One editorialist commented on the killing the following day, “The brutal slaying of Ben Singleton . . . should move every 100 per cent loyal Negro to take immediate action to halt the promiscuous slaying of the members of their race in this city.” The writer emphasized one thing that he felt black New Orleanians should understand about the case. “First, no Negroes will sit on the jury that will try Hintz, and most likely his pleas of self-defense will be accepted.”56 For black New Orleanians, this self-defense claim seemed dubious. Hintz shot Singleton in the back of the head. Despite this seemingly glaring contradiction to Hintz’s self-defense justification for the killing, the grand jury, on which no African Americans served, returned no true bill against Hintz. In the eyes of black supporters of fair administration, this ruling, among many others, exemplified the problem of all-white juries. “The Orleans parish grand jury,” argued one such supporter, “has justified this murder because there were no Negroes to sit among them.”57 Black editorialists for the Memphis World expressed similar support for black jurors. In an editorial on September 18, 1931, the writer declared, “If the certainty of punishment will lessen crime . . . let Negroes sit on juries unhampered and give the murderer and felon his just dues.” He continued, “The inclusion of Negroes on juries to try Negroes would be a forward step.”58 While the demand for black residents to be included on juries spoke to larger civil rights issues related to proper roles accorded to American citizens and a fight against white violence committed against African Americans, it also spoke to the concern that black criminals were not being punished when they committed crimes against black victims. Thus, the call for African American representation on local juries became part of the larger fair-administration campaign of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.59

In response to crime in black communities, African American commentators and residents in the South demanded a broad-based approach. As opposed to white city officials and commentators that used the issue of black crime to support segregation and disenfranchisement, black advocates largely blamed the Jim Crow hierarchy for the black crime problem. The limited access to jobs, poor housing, and dual system of justice resulting from the Jim Crow apparatus created by white officials promoted black poverty, affected parental relationships, and contributed to the seeming prevalence of crime in black neighborhoods. To combat this issue, black advocates demanded city officials alleviate these problems in several ways. Particularly important, however, was the emphasis on the criminal justice system. Black fair-administration advocates lamented the dual system of justice that was created and maintained by city officials and criminal justice representatives. While they offered critiques of the system, these critics also demanded the criminal justice system respond to the issue of black crime more effectively, reflecting a strain of thought that prevailed within the black communities in the Jim Crow South.

Black Perspectives on the Police and Crime

For black fair-administration advocates, the lack of police protection in black neighborhoods also contributed to crime in African American communities. Middle-class black residents demanded increased police presence in black neighborhoods throughout the interwar period. The struggle for better policing in African American communities did not indicate an uncritical support for Jim Crow law enforcement. Black residents’ awareness of the unfair and often violent treatment they received at the hands of southern law enforcement officers meant that calls for better and more equitable policing of black neighborhoods occurred in conjunction with calls for a greater police presence. However, discussions about the necessity of improved policing in the black press only went so far. Disenfranchisement measures ensured that local city officials would not respond to African Americans’ concerns as readily as they would cater to the concerns of the white community. Beginning in the 1930s, activist organizations, especially the NAACP, spearheaded campaigns against police brutality in several southern cities as part of a larger effort to secure better policing for black communities. Activists publicized cases of brutality, filed petitions with and lawsuits against police departments in response to abuse allegations, and, in some cases, proved somewhat successful in obtaining recompense for black victims of police violence. Campaigns against police violence developed into demands for black police officers. To these black activists, the presence of African Americans on southern police forces would reduce police violence, improve relations between black residents and law enforcement, and provide black neighborhoods with equitable and better policing. While fair-administration advocates and activists did not fundamentally alter the violent white supremacist culture prevalent in Jim Crow police departments, their efforts to reform legal institutions demonstrated their attempts to make Jim Crow police departments better serve the interests of black communities.

For decades, African Americans complained of being underpoliced in the sense that law enforcement officers typically showed little concern for crimes that involved black victims. Supporters of fair administration argued that would-be criminals knew law enforcement officers would not investigate crimes concerning black victims, which led to increased rates of violence committed against African Americans.60 On April 14, 1928, the Louisiana Weekly published an editorial that expressed concern over the lack of police protection afforded black residents. “Negroes continue to kill one another and get away with it in this city while the police wink at the crime because only the colored man is involved, until all law breakers regardless of color or creed be brought before the courts and justice meted out to them crime will run rampant.”61 On April 15, 1939, in response to an “almost unprecedented wave of murders sweeping through the Negro population of New Orleans,” one black resident argued that a “closer, more careful police patrol must be given those areas where the irresponsible element congregate, to the end that a fear of, and respect for, the law take deep root in their minds.” The writer concluded, “This, and only this, will put an end to the murders which now terrorize the community and give to New Orleans a homicide rate almost second to no other urban center in the country.”62

Black supporters of increased policing also demanded that law enforcement officers help crack down on some of the seeming causes of criminal behavior, particularly the consumption of alcohol. For example, following the killing of a black teenager named John Lowe, one black writer placed the blame squarely on the lack of police in black establishments. Local law enforcement did little to discourage underage African Americans from illegally consuming alcohol in taverns that catered to black patrons. He declared, “If local police were sufficiently vigilant as to patrol the various commercial establishments, they would see to it that girls and boys were not allowed to enter vice centers, not permitted to congregate on street corners in questionable areas.” He concluded that the “all too few police assigned to neighborhoods thickly populated with Negroes” contributed significantly to Lowe’s death.63

Aware of the threat of violence and discrimination that an increased police presence meant for black residents, African American demands for more policing coincided with a call for better policing in black communities. An editorial in the Louisiana Weekly entitled “A Need for Better Treatment,” published on March 10, 1928, served as a case in point. The writer, concerned about several recent incidents of police mistreatment of African Americans and city officials’ decision to eliminate upward of eighty officers from the force, hoped for “an order for better treatment of colored people” from the NOPD administration. “We cannot understand the point of view of policemen,” he claimed, “who intimidate innocent, law-abiding Negroes, for certainly nothing but harm can come of it. We realize full well that there are suspicious characters who must be watched, but from what we can see, the activity seems to be directed solely to those of a darker hue.” The editorialist demonstrated black residents’ concern over crime in their communities and their desire to see more police officers in their neighborhoods. However, more precisely, the editorial articulated the concomitant demand for better treatment by the police of African Americans in general. Improved relations between the police and black community members, the writer believed, would lead to a decline in criminal actions. The writer concluded, “Better treatment of law-abiding Negroes will result in greater interest in the city in which we live, and develop a sentiment which will of itself eliminate the wrong doing far better than the law can ever hope to do.”64

Black residents of southern cities articulated specific demands to make the police serve their communities better. Part of the fight for better policing focused on one of the main points of contention between black residents of the urban South and law enforcement: police brutality.65 While critiques of police officers’ treatment of black residents remained ever-present throughout the first several decades of the twentieth century, during the 1930s the fight against police brutality became a central component of black activism in many southern cities.66 Throughout that decade, arrest, conviction, and imprisonment rates rose across the South as law enforcement officials used the criminal justice system to monitor and control the swelling black urban populations. As police targeted black communities, aggressive and violent tactics against African Americans became pillars of policing.67 In Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans, black organizations such as the local branches of the NAACP and the black newspapers became vocal critics of and activists against police mistreatment of African Americans.

The issue of police brutality became part of a national conversation over the problems in the criminal justice system. The federal government commissioned a study on crime and the criminal justice system in 1929 (known as the Wickersham Commission) and reported its findings in fourteen different reports in 1931. One of the reports, the “Report on Lawlessness in Law Enforcement,” was one of the first systematic investigations of police misconduct, and it criticized local police and exposed numerous ways that police across the country thwarted due process and abused people in their custody.68 The Wickersham Commission also provided African Americans with a venue through which they could bring the issue of police brutality against African Americans to the attention of a broader audience of whites and blacks. Some southern African Americans contributed to the Wickersham Report to emphasize the widespread abuse of blacks at the hands of southern law enforcement. A. P. Tureaud, a black attorney and civil rights activist in New Orleans who had been concerned about the problem of abusive policing for many years, collected data on NOPD’s abusive tactics as part of the report.69 Tureaud requested that local black victims of police abuse contact him so he could compile a comprehensive list of incidents to submit to the Wickersham Commission. A front-page article in the Louisiana Weekly on August 2, 1930, stated that “it is understood that this data is being obtained for a subcommittee of President Hoover’s Law Enforcement Commission. The data will not be used to punish offenders, but is to be made a part of the study by this subcommittee with a further view towards legislation by Congress.”70 Tureaud hoped that the information provided would help spur the federal government into action in ways that would ameliorate the problematic nature of local policing.

In addition to the efforts of African Americans like Tureaud to work through the federal government, at the local level the black press routinely offered criticism of southern police departments and individual officers for abusive treatment of black residents. These criticisms centered around the unnecessary violence used against African Americans that resulted from the unprofessional nature of policing in many southern cities. Following the killing of an African American man named George Simmons by NOPD officer Joseph Cronin in 1931, the Louisiana Weekly published an editorial offering a black perspective on the issue of police brutality in the city. Reflecting the larger concern over a lack of police protection in black communities, on May 30, 1931, the editorialist declared, “Time and again the cry has gone up that the city should pass laws to give the citizens more police protection. Indeed!” However, the writer also asked, “What about protecting citizens from cracked-brained, insane, and drunken policemen?” He continued, “The time has come when Negro citizens—and law-abiding citizens at that—have more to fear from some ‘officers of the law’ than from the most dreaded highwayman, bandits, cut-throats, and what-nots.” The editorial also expressed the widely held view among African Americans that perpetrators of violence against African Americans rarely, if ever, faced punishment by the criminal justice system. The writer stated, “What is more to the point, the Negro victims of police brutality can expect little or no redress from our duly constituted courts of justice.”71 As this editorial demonstrated, African Americans recognized that instances of police brutality against African Americans were part of a larger, systemic problem with Jim Crow criminal justice.

Criticisms and demands in the black press coalesced with activism on the ground. The Wickersham Report highlighted the systematic use of violence in police interrogations, and growing reliance on violence by police against African Americans contributed to the development of the NAACP’s anti-police brutality campaigns in the 1930s.72 The NAACP traditionally reflected the views and approaches of the black middle class, especially that of working through official channels and relying on their relationship with powerful whites to promote change. These middle-class black activists typically favored formal protests of police brutality to city officials and public pressure campaigns designed to embarrass city officials into taking action. Yet, all of their protests and activism tended to work through official channels and fell short of large-scale challenges to white power structures in southern cities. Nonetheless, the NAACP’s effort to combat police brutality demonstrated the larger concern of black communities about the lack of police protection in their cities.

Birmingham’s NAACP branch took perhaps the most proactive steps in the fight against police brutality. NAACP organizers in Birmingham made the issue a springboard to attract new members in the 1930s.73 The organization often used specific instances of police violence to proffer a larger critique of the BPD. The local branch’s response to the killing of Edna Davis by BPD officers on December 31, 1932, represented the most aggressive response to date.74 The organization delivered a petition to the commissioner of public safety demanding that the department do something to curtail the numerous police shootings of black suspects in the city. This petition addressed more than the single instance of Davis’s murder. Instead, the NAACP demanded that the city commission reduce the number of violent officers within the department. The group’s representatives claimed, “We have every confidence that this excellent Commission will close it’s [sic] eyes and ears to that element that seeks to deny the Negro the right to live fully and safely, regardless to the political outlook, and that it will pursue that course that will assure the negro Citizen the maximum security from violence of any nature.” The petition demanded full investigations of homicides involving African Americans and asked for relief “from the atrocious legal murders, mistreatments of Negroes in various ways, miscarriages of justice, processes of intimidation and suppression of facts through threats of life by Officers of the law of this City.”75 Representatives of the NAACP presented the petition to the commissioner of public safety, John H. Taylor, in a private meeting. The commissioner, according to activists, “frankly admitted that what we were saying in the Petition was true.” However, Taylor claimed he had no authority to bring charges against individual officers and that the decision rested with the Solicitor’s office. He further obfuscated the issue and added that the other commissioners “were otherwise engaged” and would not be able to take up the matter. If city officials proved unwilling to act in this specific case, the NAACP representatives reminded Taylor, “The purpose of this Petition was not merely to seek an indictment so much as to prevent and put a stop to the very alarming homicide rate in our City,” including those murders perpetrated by police. According to the NAACP records, little came from this meeting except a promise from the commissioner that he would call the police chief and “lecture to them and try [his] best to tone them down.” Following the meeting, the local NAACP circulated the petition to the governor of Alabama, the attorney general, the Inter-Racial Commission, and several black and white newspapers to try and augment support for the group’s efforts.76 These tactics did not bring about any substantial departmental changes, yet they did work to highlight the problem and are indicative of the larger critique that black organizations offered of police tactics in the Jim Crow South.

In addition to protesting individual acts of police violence reactively, the local branch took a proactive approach to keep the issue of police brutality at the forefront of black activism and organizing in the city. This shift in approach mirrored changes in NAACP local branch leadership that occurred in cities across the South. A younger, more impatient generation of African Americans rose to leadership positions in these organizations. The broad change in leadership reflected the growth in labor militancy that occurred among African Americans in southern cities during the late 1930s and 1940s. As working-class blacks became more assertive in their demands, the new leadership within the NAACP branch used issues such as police brutality to help funnel that assertiveness into organizational growth.77 In 1938, the president of the Birmingham branch, W. E. Shortridge, a former victim of police brutality, led the “Stop Police Brutality” campaign and made this the central slogan for the branch’s membership drive.78 The campaign proved particularly effective in the wake of the murder of John Lewis Smith, a twenty-year-old black man falsely accused of raping a white woman. Immediately following his trial, police were escorting Smith to jail when H. E. Colburn, the father of the woman Smith was accused of raping, fired four shots into Smith. During the killing, the county sheriff and two BPD detectives looked on and did nothing.79 A committee organized by the NAACP raised money and retained a black attorney named Arthur Shores, a native of Alabama, one of the few practicing black attorneys in the state, and a strong advocate for black legal rights, to present the case.80 Despite these efforts, the district attorney dismissed the charges against Colburn.81 Despite this setback, the killing coupled with the branch’s emphasis on police brutality as a campaign slogan proved very successful, and Shortridge noted that the “John Lewis Smith case was undoubtedly the greatest impetus in giving our membership campaign new birth just when it would appear to be a failure.” The branch grew by 553 members.82

The branch followed up this successful campaign with a major legal victory against police brutality. On June 10, 1939, BPD officer George Williams drove up to Will Hall, a black man, as he sat on his front porch. Officer Williams shone a light on his face, and when Hall asked him to stop, Officer Williams got out of his car, and claimed, “Negroes are not permitted to talk to [me] in such a manner.” Williams proceeded to beat Hall with his fists and a rubber hose, until a large group of bystanders crowded around the two men, and the officer then left the scene.83 In response to the beating, the Birmingham NAACP filed a complaint with the Civil Service Board and, once again, hired attorney Arthur Shores. The hearing took place on July 26, 1939, in front of a large crowd of black observers. Under cross-examination by Shores, the officer admitted to the beating. The Jefferson Civil Service Board announced its judgment a month later and, to the surprise of the NAACP, decided that “Officer Williams was guilty of conduct unbecoming an officer.” Although the board found that “there was provocation which mitigates the offense,” they nonetheless placed Williams on probation for one year.84 The NAACP announced the decision as “unprecedented” in the history of Birmingham.85 As part of the organization’s decade-long fight against police brutality, this victory demonstrated to black residents that the branch remained committed to the campaign against abusive policing and, more importantly, could get violent police officers temporarily removed from the police force.

The Birmingham branch continued its struggle against police brutality throughout the 1940s and cemented the organization’s role as the most important civil rights institution in the city. The branch’s “new approach to the problem of unfair police treatment” focused on filing complaints with the Civil Service Personnel Board.86 In 1941, the branch also took up the case of John Jackson, a black man killed by police in Fairfield, a suburb of Birmingham. In the aftermath of the shooting, the NAACP “entered the case following investigation [sic] by two officials less than twelve hours following the slaying.” The branch secured an attorney to try and “bring the guilty parties to justice.” The NAACP held a membership drive and rally the following night, where a thousand new members signed up, and the branch passed a series of resolutions calling for officers involved to be discharged from the force and prosecuted for murder.87 Although criminal charges never materialized, the Fairfield city officials dismissed the two officers from the force.88 The Birmingham branch proved so successful that in 1941 the national office awarded it the Thalheimer Prize in recognition of its work. The announcement declared the branch “the most militant and outstanding” of all the branches. The group’s “organized action in reducing police brutality” received special recognition.89 In addition to the award, the branch membership expanded and reached unprecedented heights. By continuing to tackle these types of cases, the Birmingham branch solidified its status as the main black political organization in the city and by 1946 had 8,500 dues-paying members.90 Similar to the Birmingham branch, NAACP branches across the South embraced the fight against police brutality during the 1930s and 1940s.91 However, although individual branches such as Birmingham experienced some success in challenge specific cases of brutality, overall the NAACP and other activist organizations failed to radically alter the approaches of southern police forces in their dealings with African Americans.

The fight against police brutality and black critiques of police violence against African Americans should be seen as part of the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement, but also as part of a broader effort to combat crime and violence in black communities. Police officers accounted for a large number of black deaths. Sociologist Kenneth E. Barnhart, for example, studied homicide trends in Birmingham and suggested police killings of black suspects contributed to the elevated rate of homicide in the black community. “A careful check of police records for 1930,” he noted, “shows that 18 negroes were shot in this manner. . . . No White males [or] White females . . . were shot by officers for ‘resisting arrest.’”92 Thus, a reduction in police killings would ultimately lead to a reduction in violence in black communities.

Police violence contributed to crime in black communities in other ways as well. Frequent violent encounters bred distrust between law enforcement and the black community. This distrust often discouraged black residents from assisting the police in their investigation of crime committed in black communities. Due to the fact that all-white police forces lacked an intimate understanding of black communities, black writers believed the effectiveness of the police would largely be determined by black residents’ willingness to assist officers. Following an assault of two black women by black men in Jefferson County, Alabama, in August of 1931, an editorialist in the Birmingham Reporter declared, “the efforts of the law to effect his [the assailant’s] capture should be seconded by citizens everywhere.” He implored black residents to make it “impossible for him to escape immediate capture and the severest punishment.” The writer, however, was also well aware that black cooperation with the police was predicated upon respectful interactions between officers and residents. After explaining the necessity of black assistance in the apprehension of the suspect, he declared, “The method of terrorizing and mistreating law-abiding Negro citizens in the course of a man-hunt does not enlist their co-operation. If it could be impressed that innocent people would not be fired upon and maltreated in a revengeful way in these man-hunts, the aid of Negroes could be made far more effective.”93 For this editorialist, and for other fair-administration advocates, part of the solution to the crime problem in black communities required cooperation and mutual trust between officers and residents.

For black fair-administration advocates the hiring of black police officers offered a solution to police abuse, the lack of trust and cooperation, and crime in black communities. Demands for black officers in these cities dated back to the early twentieth century, but had met with little success and much resistance.94 Reflecting the growing militancy of black organizations across the region, at the end of the 1930s African American activists’ calls for better policing in black communities became intertwined with demands for African American police officers. Black activists, however, lacked the political leverage that African Americans in the North utilized to secure black police officers. Southern African Americans, then, framed their arguments for black police officers as part of a larger effort to curb crime in black neighborhoods.95 Responding to white fears over armed black police, these calls typically included an explanation that black police would serve only black communities. In an effort to combat “juvenile vandalism” and “‘gangs of delinquent boys . . . terrorizing the district, destroying property and endangering public safety” several black community activists met with the local Negro Housing Project managers in New Orleans in August 1941. “To curb this wave of petty lawlessness,” these activists decided, “Negro officers [should] be appointed to police the area. These officers,” they pointed out, “would become members of the police force, but their duties would be confined to Negro neighborhoods.”96

Arguments in support of black police officers mirrored that of fair-administration advocates who demanded black inclusion on juries. According to these proponents, black police officers could more effectively combat crimes committed in black communities. On August 9, 1943, an editorialist for the Louisiana Weekly acknowledged the necessity of black police officers to reduce vandalism in black neighborhoods. To assuage white residents’ fear of uniformed and armed black police officers, the writer offered a potential solution: black officers would be confined to black neighborhoods. African Americans policing black communities, according to the editorialist, would “be the most efficient method to deal with the problem.”97 Two weeks later, another editorial championed the cause of black police officers. The writer declared, “Becoming more and more evident throughout the South is a desire for Negro policemen, a sentiment prevailing among both Negro and white leaders. Needless to say, this sentiment is on the increase much because of the widespread crime committed in Negro communities throughout the Southland, ranging from petty family fights to violent murder after murder.” The editorialist then elaborated on some of the successes black police officers had achieved in other southern cities. Black police officers had distinct advantages over white police officers: “chief among them,” the writer argued, “is the fact that Negroes are more familiar with the conditions under which Negroes live. They are a part of the Negro population and, therefore, are in a better position to curb law-making. As policemen they would be more efficient in seeing that law was observed in Negro communities.”98

Black activists in Birmingham made similar demands on city officials. On September 7, 1943, an editorialist for the Birmingham World declared his support for black police officers as a way to reduce crime and promote cooperation between the black community and law enforcement. He wrote, “It is not arguable that denial of an opportunity for Negroes to participate in their own protection as police will tend to make them doubt the sincerity of those asking their cooperation with the police. It is extremely doubtful whether any other than Negro police can do the job necessary to clean up bad situations in Birmingham with respect to Negroes.”99 Mirroring the strategy of African Americans in New Orleans, African American writers in Birmingham often emphasized the success of black police officers in cities that employed them, and by 1945 a writer demanded the city commission hire black officers to combat crime in black neighborhoods in an editorial entitled, “Negro Policemen Now.”100

In Memphis, William W. Gray, head of a black private detective firm, also advocated for the inclusion of black police officers on the MPD. Echoing the claims made in the Louisiana Weekly, Gray deplored the criminal conditions that existed among Memphis’s black community. He believed the only solution rested in the hiring of black officers. He wrote, “There are no palliating circumstances, no mitigating conditions on God’s green earth that will even to the slightest degree excuse this worthless class, except Colored Policemen on Beale street and other sections of the city.” He praised the efforts of the MPD to date, but suggested “Negro policemen would be a vital link in the policing of the Negro race here, he knows the people better and could make arrest without very much racial fillings [sic].” He pleaded, “May some day by the help we may have the chance to prove our worth and ability, as a policeman in our city of Memphis.”101

By the end of World War II, urban black communities across the South demanded better policing for their communities as part of a larger emphasis on fair administration of laws to combat crime. For them, better policing included an end to abusive police treatment of black suspects and serious efforts by police to apprehend men and women accused of committing crimes against black residents. The fight against police brutality represented one facet of the larger effort to improve policing in black neighborhoods. Black writers and activists critiqued law enforcement’s treatment of black residents and used the issue of police brutality to garner support for their causes. However, the fight against police brutality also included efforts to improve policing practices. In cities such as Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans, where police forces remained all white, black critics also believed the hiring of black officers would offer the best, most feasible solution to policing issues in the black community. While none of the police departments in these cities hired black police officers before the end of World War II, calls for black officers became central to the demands of black writers and activists in the 1930s and 1940s, which eventually led to the hiring of black police officers in each of these cities by the 1950s.102 Both the fight against police brutality and calls for black officers not only represented part of the larger civil rights struggle of the pre-World War II era, but also articulated demands for better policing to combat crime in black communities.

 

Concerns over crime and violence in their communities was a central focus of middle-class black activists in the Jim Crow era. While many white southerners used the notion of black criminality to justify disenfranchisement, segregation, and harsh policing tactics, for many black residents the realities of crime in their neighborhoods was of great concern. Keenly aware of the problematic nature of black crime statistics and institutional and structural reasons undergirding issues in black communities, many African American residents demanded that southern city officials do something to combat crime in black neighborhoods. Black activists and writers called for an end to employment and housing discrimination, more programs for black youth, fair treatment by criminal courts, and better policing in black communities. During the 1930s and 1940s, the fight against police brutality and the effort to achieve the hiring of black police officers to patrol black communities came to the forefront of black critics’ campaign to fight crime in their communities.

These types of responses to crime in black communities largely reflected the black middle class’s approach to activism in the Jim Crow era. However, utilizing the police to combat crime in black neighborhoods encompassed more than middle-class rhetoric and organizational actions. Much of the fair-administration effort occurred at the street level, led by working-class African Americans. Black victims and witnesses to criminal actions determined to utilize law enforcement to help make their communities safer, assisted the police in investigations of crimes in black neighborhoods, and, through their actions, demonstrated a commitment to fair administration as a solution to the problem of crime in black communities. Yet, as the next chapters illustrate, black crime victims and witnesses often had to rely on several strategies to cajole an otherwise reluctant police force into serving the interests of the black community.




CHAPTER 3

Police Investigations of African American Homicides

 

 

 

Around 1:15 a.m. on January 21, 1930, Benesta Burns, a black man in New Orleans, walked into the home of his common-law wife, Alma Cain. Burns lay down for a few minutes, got up, paced around their room several times, and, without a word, walked out the front door. Moments later, Cain heard “something like a shot being fired.” When she looked outside to see what had happened, she saw Burns’s car driving away. Thirty minutes later, Bose Clark, a friend of Burns, came to the door and told Cain that Burns had killed Fred Bernard. Cain ran out of her home, found her brother-in-law, Ned Thompson, at the Chauffeurs Club, and told him what happened. He suggested that Cain “better notify the police.”1 The owner of the club, Isaac Morris, echoed Thompson’s suggestion and told Cain “that the best she could do was to report it to the police, and [Morris] walked to the Twelfth Precinct Police Station with her” and reported the homicide.2

The fair-administration rhetoric of the black middle class coincided with efforts by African American crime witnesses like Alma Cain to use the police to combat crime in black neighborhoods. While black writers and activists embraced fair administration and implored law enforcement to improve policing and reduce crime in black communities, these witnesses worked to make that abstract idea a reality.3 As opposed to middle-class African Americans, these witnesses, who were largely from the working class, engaged with law enforcement for slightly different reasons. Although traditions of self-help or self-policing in black communities continued to influence African American witnesses’ decisions to avoid law enforcement in the wake of a crime, many black witnesses chose to engage law enforcement in a seeming rebuke to those self-policing customs.4 During the late 1920s and 1930s, as law enforcement attempted to place more African Americans under the control of formal institutions of criminal justice—police, courts, prisons—African Americans capitalized on the police departments’ encroachment into black neighborhoods.5 Proactive efforts to reduce killings proved difficult as gun laws were lax and rarely enforced in southern cities, and as there was a widespread availability of other weapons, such as knifes, bats, and bricks, that assailants used when they took a life.6 Thus, reacting to killings after the fact was often the only recourse for African Americans. In the wake of a homicide, black witnesses exercised whatever leverage they could in their interactions with police officers in an attempt to improve the likelihood that the police would secure an arrest. By reporting potential homicides, acting as witnesses, and assisting police during investigations black southerners illustrated their dismay with widespread violence within their communities and their willingness to try and use the police to stop the problem. For these witnesses, self-policing strategies seemed to be ineffective, potentially contributing to increased violence in the community. Taking this into consideration, they engaged law enforcement in a larger effort to increase the likelihood of an arrest. Not only did black southerners use the police to try and make their communities safer, but because of their centrality to police investigations of black homicides, African Americans possessed influence over when the police came into black communities and how police proceeded with investigations. In the face of the overwhelming power imbalance that existed between white police officers and African Americans during interactions, black homicide witnesses proved to be quite capable of manipulating law enforcement into serving the interests of black communities.

Black murder suspects also managed their encounters with police in interesting ways. At times suspects dictated the nature of their arrest by choosing when and how to surrender themselves to police.7 The harsh realities of life on the run, especially potential violence during the process of arrest or as retaliation from members of the black community seeking to avenge the killing, pushed some black murder suspects to turn themselves in, in order to try and mitigate these dangers. Black residents accused of homicide faced two unattractive options: life on the run or time in police custody. When surrendering, African Americans decreased the likelihood of violence faced at the hands of police or other African Americans while on the run, and they could chose the time, place, and circumstances of their arrest.

In the wake of a black homicide, African Americans demonstrated great acumen in managing their encounters with the police and shaping the outcome of homicide investigations. In addition, these efforts are representative of another form of activism among black southerners. By manipulating law enforcement officers to serve black interests, black homicide witnesses extracted civic services from a civic institution typically unwilling to serve black communities and, through their actions, articulated larger critiques of the state of criminal justice in the Jim Crow South.8

Police Investigations of Black Intraracial Homicides

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the police and city officials in Memphis, New Orleans, and Birmingham worked to reduce the incredibly high homicide rates that plagued their cities.9 As city officials and law enforcement agencies targeted black communities and as the demands for greater police presence by middle-class African Americans increased, the interests of police and African Americans momentarily aligned. By arresting African Americans accused of killing other African Americans, the police addressed some of the demands for increased policing within the black community, worked to curb violence that plagued the city (and frequently made national headlines), and also brought more African Americans under the control of the criminal justice system.10 The MPD homicide reports indicate that the police cleared, or arrested a suspect in, 76 percent of black intraracial homicide cases between 1920 and 1945.11 As Figure 3.1 illustrates, the worst year for the MPD in terms of clearing black intraracial homicides was 1920, when the police arrested eighteen suspects out of forty total black intraracial homicides. Just four years later, the MPD cleared 86 percent of these cases. Over the next fifteen years, from 1925 to 1939, the clearance rate consistently ranged between 65 and 77 percent, and from 1940 to 1945, MPD cleared more than 90 percent of these homicide cases. The NOPD experienced similar success. From 1926 to 1945, officers and detectives arrested suspects in 498 cases out of 674 total black intraracial homicides, a clearance rate of 73.88 percent.12 As Figure 3.2 indicates, from 1926 to 1931, NOPD clearance rates ranged between 52 and 79 percent. From 1935 to 1945, however, the rate never fell below 76.92 percent and reached as high as 90.91 percent. While the arrest statistics for Birmingham are lacking, from 1920 to 1932, a total of 572 homicide cases involving African Americans came before a grand jury in Jefferson County.13 Taken together, the data suggest that police consistently arrested suspects in black intraracial homicides. In other words, as police forces across the country, embracing technological advances and improved training techniques, attempted to control and monitor African American communities, officers and detectives became more effective in arresting black homicide suspects.14
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Fig. 3.1. Black Intraracial Homicide Arrests in Memphis, 1920–1945. Source: MPD Homicide Reports, 1920–1945.
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Fig. 3.2. Black Intraracial Homicide Arrests in New Orleans, 1926–1945. Source: NOPD Homicide Reports, 1926–1945.

In addition to improved clearance rates, police officers and detectives proved fairly efficient when arresting suspects in black intraracial homicides.15 In Memphis, police recorded the date an arrest was made, which makes it possible to determine the typical amount of time that transpired between the reporting of the homicide to the arrest. From 1925 to 1945, in 75 percent of cleared cases, MPD arrested a suspect in less than a week.16 On February 19, 1937, for example, Lorenza Nelson, a forty-one-year-old black man, walked to his neighbor’s apartment and called Willie Ray Haynes, a thirty-three-year-old black man, to the door. When Haynes opened the door, Nelson opened fire and shot Haynes four times in the abdomen. Nelson quickly fled, went to a nearby undertaker’s office, and told them to send an ambulance to the scene. He then ran to another residence, hid the murder weapon under the house, and walked down Main and Auction Streets, where officers spotted him and placed him under arrest.17 While it is unclear from the records how much time transpired between the shooting and Nelson’s arrest, it happened on the same day as the crime. Instances such as this occurred throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, as the number of arrests made in one week or less never dropped below 50 percent.

While most arrests occurred in a matter of days or weeks, in several instances a significant amount of time elapsed between the murder and the arrest of the main suspect. Following the murder of Leroy Robinson, a black male, on July 18, 1920, the suspect, Harvey Lobbins, made his escape. Three years later, on February 8, 1923, MPD received word from the St. Louis Police Department that their officers had Lobbins in custody. Authorities transported him back to Memphis, his case went to trial, and a jury found him guilty and sentenced him to serve between one to five years for the murder.18

As this example demonstrates, police departments in cities across the country also grew more interconnected throughout the early twentieth century with the introduction of improved communication technologies such as telephones and criminal databases.19 These improvements extended the abilities of local police forces to track down suspects across the country.20 The MPD tracked suspects in cities as far away as Oakland, Detroit, New York City, and especially in Chicago and St. Louis.21 But communication between law enforcement officials also occurred between the MPD and smaller cities. Local authorities arrested suspects accused of murder in places like Ruleville, Mississippi; Hollywood, Tennessee; and Clarendon, Arkansas. The NOPD was similarly connected and made arrests in cities like Baton Rouge, Milneburg, Franklin, and Lockport, Louisiana; Biloxi and Picayune, Mississippi; and Chicago, Illinois. The BPD captured suspects in cities like Andalusia, Alabama; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; and Cleveland and Youngstown, Ohio. In other words, throughout the early twentieth century, law enforcement officials across the country became linked in ways that made the tracking of suspects possible in both small and large cities. This proved especially important in places such as Memphis and New Orleans where easy access to water and rail transportation made escaping the city fairly easy.

African Americans during Police Investigations of Homicides

While technological improvements made police work more efficient, the ability of law enforcement to arrest suspects in black intraracial homicide cases relied largely on the cooperation of African American witnesses. During black homicide investigations police officers and detectives became increasingly reliant on African Americans, who played crucial roles in the entire process of investigations of homicides in the black community. African Americans capitalized on city officials’ and police departments’ interest in arresting black residents, and by reporting potential homicides, acting as witnesses, and assisting police during investigations demonstrated their willingness to use the police to reduce violence in their neighborhoods.22 Interestingly, at the same time that law enforcement officials like “Bull” Connor embraced racially discriminatory and violent policing practices, African Americans were largely responsible for the high rate of arrests made in intraracial cases by police because of their centrality to police investigations of black homicides. This is not to suggest that African Americans were responsible for those racially discriminatory police practices that targeted black residents, but instead that black southerners capitalized on the police presence in their communities in an attempt to assuage concerns over homicides in their neighborhoods.

By reporting potential homicides to law enforcement, African Americans demonstrated their willingness to utilize the police to remove violent offenders from their neighborhoods. On several occasions, police records indicated who contacted police headquarters to report a potential homicide; unfortunately, the records are far from comprehensive or complete. From 1920 to 1945, MPD homicide records identified in fifty-four cases when African Americans initially reported a murder.23 In New Orleans, NOPD proved more systematic in their reporting. From 1926 to 1945, NOPD homicide reports contained a “By Whom Reported” section; however it was often left blank or filled in with phrases like “switchboard operator” or “charity hospital.” Nonetheless, the homicide records listed 227 cases in which African Americans first reported a potential homicide to police.24

The surviving evidence demonstrates that African Americans routinely called the police to report potential homicides. In so doing, black southerners essentially ‘invited’ the police into their communities and urged them to investigate the deaths of their friends, neighbors, and relatives.25 The circumstances surrounding how and why each of these African Americans decided to notify police are not completely clear in the extant records. There was a noticeable shift away from self-help strategies, or “informal, aggressive mechanisms of dispute resolution,” among the black community in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to an increased willingness to report incidents to the police in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.26 While middle-class black southerners often championed the increased involvement of police in black communities to reduce the black homicide rate, working-class blacks, the group most likely to be involved in or witness to a homicide, also believed police involvement could be useful in reducing violence in their community, or at the very least in removing violent individuals from their homes and neighborhoods. In January 1924, George Thomas, who did not see the murder but heard the shots, remembered the murder of Frank Sherrod and Jack Meadows by Perry Henry in Jefferson County, Alabama. Once he heard the shots and saw the bodies, he called the police and reported the incident. Thomas stated, “We didn’t go out to where these two [dead] men were until the officers came. When the officers came we went.”27 Thomas did not feel it was safe to leave his home until the police arrived. The combination of gunshots and dead bodies frightened him, and, in this instance, the police represented safety from potential danger. When African Americans like George Thomas reported potential homicides to police, they took advantage of law enforcement’s growing effort to bring more African Americans under the control of the formal criminal justice system and used police to try and combat the high rates of lethal violence in black neighborhoods.

It is impossible to say with any statistical certainty how many times and in what ways African Americans reported homicides due to the lack of consistency in police reporting; nonetheless, it is possible to make some generalized conclusions about the ways African Americans notified police of a potential homicide. When black residents witnessed homicides or found bodies, they often reported them to police headquarters. Such was the case in Memphis, on April 25, 1923, when Genie May Whitfield walked up the steps to her residence and heard a gunshot. Seconds later, her husband, John Whitfield, ran past her on the stairway and out the door without saying a word. Genie then continued up the stairs and looked into the room where she saw the body of John Henry Wooten, a twenty-five-year-old black male, lying on the floor dying from a gunshot wound to the head. Moments later, “she then went to [the] phone and called police headquarters” and reported the incident. Charles LeBlanc, a twenty-seven-year-old black New Orleanian acted similarly on July 13, 1942, when he called the NOPD and reported that Ella Davis had been fatally cut. LeBlanc, the superintendent of the Lafitte Housing Project, informed officers that Raymond Bailey, a sixteen-year-old resident of the housing project, called him and informed him of “some trouble” in the house. When LeBlanc arrived at the house, “he could only open the door about six inches, as something was against the door on the inside and upon looking in saw a woman lying on the floor in a pool of blood and he then notified at [sic] police.”28 On February 14, 1921, four black witnesses recounted the murder of Henrietta Walker by Pearl Harris. Emma Bryant, Walker’s sister, remembered the evening. Bryant escorted Walker out of her home on the night of the murder. After she closed the door she heard several gunshots. Bryant immediately opened the door and witnessed Harris shooting her sister. Bryant claimed, “Henrietta turned around and started to me, and I went and called the officers.”29 In some cases, African Americans could be surprisingly persistent in their efforts to call police. In the early morning hours of April 14, 1929, Pauline Wade, a twenty-six-year-old black woman, stabbed Early Alexander, a twenty-two-year-old black woman, while she walked down Ayers Street in Memphis. Following the stabbing, Alexander’s friend, Lena May Strickland, “attempted to call the police but no one in the neighborhood would admit her in the house.” According to police, she then “remained [on the scene] until daylight and then got a phone and called in.”30

In many instances there was no telephone near the scene, so African Americans asked other people to contact the police for them. In Memphis, on March 5, 1942, for example, “a negro man” witnessed Buster Jones stab Quintell Smith on the corner of Pioneer and West Trigg Streets. Shortly after the stabbing, the “negro man came back in [to a café near the scene] and told [Mr. Lashee, the white proprietor of the café] that Jones had cut Quintell Smith and he called the officers.”31 Similarly, in New Orleans on the night of October 15, 1941, Josephine Reed, a forty-year-old black woman, sat on her porch and witnessed Dan Brown, who boarded at Reed’s home, strike fellow boarder Charles Brooks in the head with an ax. According to the NOPD, immediately following the blow “Josephine Reed jumped up off of the steps and ran to the grocery store at the corner of S. Liberty and Clio streets and asked Mrs. Joseph Accardo to call up the Police [sic].”32

African Americans also reported homicides to police in person. On November 5, 1926, for instance, Gracie Robinson, who had just stabbed her husband, “came to police headquarters and reported the matter.” Although she believed he was not seriously wounded, MPD officers proceeded to the scene and found Jerry Robinson dead. Officers quickly arrested Gracie.33 Other times, individuals not involved in the homicide notified officers at police headquarters. At 9:00 p.m. on December 29, 1934, Robert Duncan “came to police headquarters and reported that his brother George had been killed.” He relayed to police that while walking along Commerce and Main Streets, a black man named Jimmie Love stabbed his brother in the throat.34 In New Orleans, Nellie Carter fatally cut her common-law husband, Thodile Jacobs, on Thursday, April 27, 1939, at 11:00 p.m., in the kitchen of the home. Following the fight and cutting, Louise Joseph, a boarder at the same house as Jacobs and Carter, fled the scene and ran a quarter of a mile to her cousins Frank Marshall’s home. Once there, Joseph notified Dorothy Marshall about the cutting. Dorothy Marshall then ran another quarter of a mile to the home of her friend Oscar Hazet and “notified him of what Louise Joseph had told her.” Marshall and Hazet then “went to the home of Jacobs where Hazet shook Jacobs and he did not answer him, both then left and notified the police.”35

By reporting these killings, African Americans initiated the investigative process and demonstrated a desire to use the police to investigate homicides, but by acting as witnesses black southerners shaped officers’ understanding of the crimes and increased the chances that the police made an arrest. The bulk of an officer’s or a detective’s work involved interviewing witnesses, determining what happened, and identifying suspects. Considering most black intraracial homicides occurred in black neighborhoods, black homes, and establishments for blacks, it is not surprising that at this point in the investigative process, African American witnesses played their most important role in police investigations of black homicides. While the numbers are far from complete, the police reports documented 4,871 black witnesses who made statements to MPD officers between 1920 and 1945. In New Orleans, NOPD records indicated that 1,649 black witnesses made statements to police from 1926 to 1945. In Jefferson County, where Birmingham is located, grand jury indictment records indicate 1,918 black witnesses in murder cases from 1920 to 1932. Moreover, police interviewed black witnesses in the vast majority of black intraracial homicide cases. Out of a total of 1,218 black homicides investigated by MPD, police identified at least one black witness on their report in 1,127 instances. The NOPD noted at least one black witness in 600 homicide cases out of a total of 674. Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records (JCGJIR) documented 546 cases with at least one black witnesses out of a total of 572 black intraracial homicide cases. Taken together, police in these three cities identified at least one African American witness in 2,273 black intraracial homicides out of a total of 2,464 cases (92.25 percent).

Ironically, as the police embraced more violent techniques in their interactions with black communities throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, more African Americans provided law enforcement with testimony regarding black homicides (see figs. 3.3 and 3.4). In Memphis, the most detailed recordings of black witnesses began in 1925, when police recorded an average of 3.5 black witnesses/homicide on their reports. Over the next twenty years that number steadily increased and peaked in 1941 at 7.25 black witnesses/homicide. In New Orleans, where reporting began in 1926, there was an average of 2.63 black witnesses/homicide. This average declined initially and in 1928 reached a low of 1.94 black witnesses/homicide. From 1929 to 1938, the number steadily rose and peaked at 3.12 black witnesses/homicide. Between 1939 and 1945, the average never fell below 2.75 or above 3.05. Although the change in New Orleans is much more nuanced and subtle, there was an increase in the overall average of black witnesses/homicide over the twenty-year period.
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Fig. 3.3. Black Witnesses per Homicide in Memphis, 1920–1945. Source: MPD Homicide Reports, 1920–1945.

In Jefferson County, Alabama, the number of black witnesses/homicide listed slightly declined (see fig. 3.5). From 1920 to 1932, the rate dropped from 3.96 to 3.37. Outside of a major decline in 1929 and a subsequent jump in 1930, the number of black witnesses per homicide in Jefferson County, for the most part, consistently ranged between three and four per homicide case. The lack of increase in Jefferson County is perhaps related to the types of records utilized. In New Orleans and Memphis, police homicide reports detailed witnesses for nearly every homicide in the respective cities. However, the JCGJIR listed only those people called to testify before a grand jury. Perhaps the county prosecutors did not call all of the witnesses interviewed by police because they only needed to convince the jurors that there was enough evidence to prove the state’s side of the case.36 Or, as other scholars have noted, conviction rates for black intraracial homicides remained low throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, so perhaps grand juries and prosecutors routinely dropped African American homicide cases because they assumed convictions would be hard to come by.37 As a result, the number of black witnesses recorded on the grand jury records may have been incomplete as African Americans decided against making the trip to the city to testify in a case that would most likely be dropped. Despite the drop in Jefferson County, based on the data from New Orleans and Memphis, over time more black witnesses came forward and talked with police.
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Fig. 3.4. Black Witnesses per Homicide in New Orleans, 1926–1945. Source: NOPD Homicide Reports, 1926–1945.

This general increase in black witnesses interviewed is indicative of several potential trends. As police investigated black homicides, it is probable that they simply recorded more witnesses in their reports. This could be the result of improved record keeping, professionalization efforts, and better training for officers and detectives. Or, perhaps officers and detectives actually interviewed more witnesses during their investigations. More witnesses meant more evidence supporting the case, which only increased the chances of an indictment and eventual conviction.38 As police proved more willing to investigate cases, perhaps their record keeping and diligence resulted in more black witnesses being recorded in reports.
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Fig. 3.5. Black Witnesses per Homicide in Jefferson County, Alabama, 1920–1932. Source: Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records, 1920–1932.

It is also likely that more African Americans actually witnessed murders and became more forthcoming with their statements over time. Two trends occurred that suggest this was partially the case. First, the urban black population across the South increased between 1920 and 1940.39 While the population grew, black intraracial homicides comprised a larger proportion of the total homicides in the city. From a low of 47 percent in 1921, the percentage in Memphis steadily increased and reached a peak of 85 percent in 1939. Similarly, black intraracial homicides increased from 50 to 60 percent of all homicides in New Orleans in the mid-1920s to just over 70 percent of all homicides in the late 1930s and early 1940s. African American homicides in Birmingham jumped from just over 70 percent in the early 1920s to over 80 percent in the mid-1930s.40 As the number of urban blacks increased across the South, racial segregation solidified, and homicides became more concentrated in the black community, the number of black intraracial homicides that occurred in public also increased.41 As African American communities became more segregated and crowded, and violence more visible, black witnesses proved more forthcoming with their testimony.

In addition to the increasing number of black witnesses, the proportion of African American witnesses interviewed by officers relative to white witnesses also increased. In Jefferson County, the percentage of black witnesses in the early 1920s ranged from 72 to 79 percent; however, by the early 1930s that number reached between 88 and 98 percent (see fig. 3.6). In Memphis, African Americans typically comprised below 50 percent of the witnesses listed in the early 1920s, but by the 1940s that number rose to above 60 percent (see Figure 3.7). In New Orleans, the increase was not so drastic, as African Americans comprised 89 percent of witnesses listed in 1926 and reached a peak of 99 percent in 1941 (see fig. 3.8). Similar to Memphis, that number declined slightly by 1945 and totaled 96 percent. The percentage of black witnesses in New Orleans and Jefferson County is much higher than the percentage of black witnesses in Memphis. This is largely a result of recordkeeping, as MPD officers routinely listed white ambulance drivers and coroners on the homicide reports, while the NOPD did not. Despite that difference, the overall higher percentage of black witnesses over time in Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans is indicative of the growing segregation between blacks and whites throughout the early twentieth century. Throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, the social lives of blacks and whites in southern cities diverged and instances of social interaction between the races became less common. As segregation solidified and black communities became more isolated from white communities, whites were less likely to witness a homicide involving African Americans.42 Thus, black witnesses were the main source of information regarding black intraracial homicides in southern cities.43
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Fig. 3.6. Percentage of Black Witnesses in Jefferson County, Alabama, 1920–1932.
Source: Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records, 1920–1932. (The data for the year 1929 are excluded from this chart because the records indicated no races for witnesses.)
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Fig. 3.7. Percentage of Black Witnesses in Memphis, 1920–1945.
Source: MPD Homicide Reports, 1920–1945.

[image: image]

Fig. 3.8. Percentage of Black Witnesses in New Orleans, 1926–1945. 
Source: NOPD Homicide Reports, 1926–1945.

Black witnesses ensured the police had the necessary information and evidence to make arrests of violent individuals in their neighborhood. By identifying the body, black witnesses helped begin the formal investigation process. When providing police with statements regarding events leading up to murders, they pointed police in the direction of the suspect and increased the likelihood of an arrest. African American witness testimony often countered the suspect’s version of events, especially when a suspect claimed self-defense. In so doing, witnesses tried to make sure the killer would not be free to roam the streets. By providing the police with physical evidence, such as the murder weapon, black witnesses aided law enforcement officers in securing the arrest of a suspected killer, and in so doing benefited the black community. In other words, black witnesses shaped police interpretations of events surrounding homicides and oftentimes provided critical testimony and evidence that increased the likelihood that violent members of the black community would be captured.

African Americans routinely helped police identify bodies and begin formal homicide investigations by acting as corpus delicti witnesses. Out of the three cities under study, the MPD reports were the only ones to report who acted as corpus delicti witnesses. From 1925 to 1945, in 88 percent of cases MPD reports listed black corpus delicti witnesses.44 These witnesses identified the victim’s body and, in conjunction with doctors, embalmers, and ambulance drivers, established for the record that a particular person was the victim of a homicide. In homicide cases this usually meant summoning family members to identify the deceased, and coroners establishing the cause of death. Corpus delicti witnesses contributed to the initiation of formal homicide investigations, and in homicides involving black victims, black witnesses proved vital in this early stage of the process.

Perhaps most importantly, African Americans shaped the way police understood the homicides they investigated. They provided testimony to establish the cause of the murder, identified potential suspects, furnished descriptions of suspects who escaped, and informed police of family members and friends who might know the whereabouts of suspects. When, on August 22, 1926, for example, MPD officers arrived on the scene and found the body of Costie Louis Brown, they relied on the testimony of two black women, Dorothy Johnson and Mabel Simpson, to establish what had happened. Both women admitted they did not see the actual shooting but claimed that the victim, Costie Brown, and her husband had an argument the night before and that they overheard the latter, James Brown, yell that “[h]e was going to get his clothes and leave but that if he did the right thing he would kill her.” A few minutes passed and the witnesses heard five shots fired. Based on this testimony, detectives listed James Brown as their main suspect, and using the description furnished by Johnson and Simpson, officers searched for and later arrested Brown near Horn Lake, Mississippi, on August 26, 1926. Two months later a jury sentenced Brown to life in the penitentiary for the murder.45

Similarly, when NOPD officer Dominick I. Curren investigated the murder of forty-four-year-old Oscar Hardin, on November 26, 1939, he relied on the testimony of Louise Thompson to identify the suspect. Thompson informed Sergeant Curren that on the night of the murder she and Hardin followed “a negro who was in the barroom” who told Thompson he would take her to a boarding house where she could rent a room. As Thompson and Hardin followed the unidentified black man down Clio Street, “the negro punched Oscar Hardin [on the] side of the face knocking Oscar Hardin to the pavement striking his head and Louise Thompson hollered and the negro struck her back of the head and knocked her over the stop and took her purse.” The assailant then fled and made his escape. Thompson did not know the identity of the assailant, but “furnished the Officers with a description of the negro who assaulted Oscar Hardin and herself stating that he had a bandage on the side of his face.” Soon afterward Curren saw a black man with a bandage on his face and proceeded with Thompson to the residence of Robert Moore. When Thompson saw Moore, she immediately identified him as her attacker and police placed him under arrest. Based solely on the testimony provided by Thompson, the NOPD charged Moore with Hardin’s murder.46

At other times witnesses supplied police officers with testimony that conflicted with the accused’s version of events. On July 2, 1927, Virginia Bullock and Thomas Lee Tapping brought Rayfield Bullock to the General Hospital in Memphis with a gunshot wound in his stomach. Hospital staff notified the MPD, and when officers arrived, Virginia Bullock, wife of Rayfield Bullock, claimed that she shot her husband by accident while trying to move their gun. She claimed “that she went to move [the] pistol from [the] mantel to [the] chifforobe drawer and it went off accidentally.” However, Thomas Lee Tapping recounted a different story to police. When interviewed, he reported Virginia “tried to kill Rayfield that morning and that at [the] time of [the] shooting she unlocked [the] chifforobe drawer and secured [the] pistol and shot and seriously wounded her husband.” Other black witnesses corroborated Tapping’s version of events and when interviewed by police, they claimed that Virginia “made remarks recently that the law did not care anything about negro women killing men,” suggesting that Virginia believed she could get away with killing her husband. Despite Virginia Bullock’s initial self-defense claim, testimony from other African American witnesses brought her version of the murder into question. As a result, police arrested Virginia from the General Hospital, and she was tried for the murder of her husband.47

A similar incident occurred in New Orleans following the killing of Louis Mitchell by Joseph Harris, on April 7, 1930. The NOPD quickly apprehended Harris, who claimed he had acted in self-defense. Harris reported to officers that he engaged in a fight with George Mitchell, the son of the deceased, and as he left the scene of the fight, Louis Mitchell “grabbed at me and I turned around and struck him with my fist.”48 Mitchell fell to the pavement and later died. Two black witnesses, Eddie Bell and Leona Charles, relayed a different version of events to the police. They described Harris as the aggressor and insisted that Harris came to Mitchell’s residence and began arguing with several people. According to them, Louis Mitchell “tried to persuade Joseph Harris to leave.” Harris “became more abusive, and then struck Louis Mitchell with his fist and knocked him down.”49 Based on the witness testimony, the police charged Harris with murder.50

Black witnesses also countered the claims of suspects who denied their involvement in a homicide. On a Friday evening in 1928 in Jefferson County, Alabama, Clayton Snow stabbed Fannie Simons twenty-seven times with a knife. The police arrested him on January 29, 1928. During his interrogation, Snow denied his involvement in the murder and instead stated “that he was at his brother’s house at the time it was done.” Despite his statement, Detective W. E. Garner claimed, “we have got witnesses to prove his whereabouts” and “one witness that saw him chasing [Simons].” Three black women, Jennie Mack, Clara Lewis, and Bertie Berry, all reported to authorities that they saw Snow in the vicinity of the murder on the Friday it occurred. Bertie Berry also recalled that Simons told her the day before her death that Snow was upset with her because she told him she was leaving him. When asked if Simons told her she thought Snow might kill her, Berry replied, “That is what [Simons] said. She said he was mad at her.” Although Snow told police he was nowhere near the scene when the killing occurred, based on the witness testimony police arrested him and the grand jury returned a True Bill against him.51

Whether reconstructing events for the police, identifying potential suspects, or countering the claims of assailants, black witnesses shaped the way police understood the homicides, and by providing testimony, they pushed police to make arrests of violent individuals in their neighborhoods. Police needed the testimonies of black witnesses to reconstruct killings and determine their course of action. Black witnesses played a vital role in the way police interpreted events surrounding homicides, and affected how the investigations proceeded. Black witnesses often offered the only real evidence police could rely on to determine who their suspects were and what transpired prior to and after the killings. Their importance is encapsulated in BPD detective H. C. Jones’s reply when asked about what he knew about the 1927 murder of Laura Hill by Dan Tweedy. In response to this question, he claimed in 1927, “[n]othing, only what the witnesses say.” All five witnesses in this case were black women.52

In addition to interviewing witnesses, officers also needed to collect evidence. The murder weapon was one of the most important pieces of physical evidence, and black witnesses often turned weapons used in killings over to the police when they arrived.53 After Walter Meek, a forty-year-old black male, killed Will Ross on April 23, 1932, in Memphis, he fled the scene by running through back alleys and at some point dropped the shotgun used to kill Ross. Susie Clark, a black woman with no apparent association with either the victim or the accused, found the weapon in the back alley and turned it over to the police.54 During the January 1929 term of a Jefferson County grand jury, BPD detective J. T. Moser recalled his investigation of the murder of Arthur Albert by Jessie Albert. When the officers arrived on the scene, they arrested their suspect and interviewed several black witnesses. During the course of their investigation, the officers “recovered the pistol from a negro in the house at the time.”55 Black witnesses sometimes took the murder weapon from the killers in question. Following an argument over a crap game on October 9, 1933, Bill Looney shot and killed William Graham. Immediately after the shooting, “Walter Scott [a black man who witnessed the shooting] took the pistol away from Looney and kept it until [MPD] officers arrived and turned it over to them.”56 On July 23, 1939, Charles McCarthy fatally stabbed Elvira Peters in New Orleans. As McCarthy ran from the boarding house, three black men—John Frank, Thomas Snowden, and William Finch—chased after him. John Frank threw a brick at the fleeing suspect and hit him in the head, whereupon he fell unconscious on the ground. After McCarthy fell, Thomas Snowden picked up the knife used in the murder and “brought [the knife] into the station and turned it over to Desk Sergeant Albert Moustier.”57

African Americans also helped police actually apprehend suspects. Some African Americans did so because it benefited them directly by minimizing their own role in a homicide and thus resulting in a reduced sentence. Other black witnesses seemed to have little to gain materially from assisting in the arrest of murder suspects. Instead, their concern with apprehending potential killers probably had to do with the welfare of their friends, family, and community.58

Information such as descriptions of suspects, their relatives, and their residences provided by black witnesses helped detectives track down the suspects. In Memphis, on September 17, 1922, John Coward and James Berry, two black men who witnessed the murder of Ike McKinney by Tommy Alston, chased the suspect for several blocks. Despite their effort, however, they failed to capture him. Nonetheless, when police arrived Coward and Berry informed officers that they knew Alston and where he lived. Police noted in their report that Coward and Berry “did good work in helping us locate Alston.”59 When Will Redford shot and killed Jim Hartley on November 17, 1929, in Birmingham, Redford fled the scene before police arrived. He evaded arrest for nearly a year. Throughout the year, however, Officer Jones of BPD stated, “[t]he negroes kept reporting to us they heard from him in Columbus, Ga.” Based on this information, BPD officers notified authorities in Columbus, and they made the arrest on October 12, 1930.60 Following the murder of Beverly Frank in New Orleans, on January 9, 1926, suspect Andrew Smith fled from the scene. Police arrived and interviewed three black witnesses, but never located Smith. Six years later, on March 23, 1932, Walter Martis called police and reported that he knew the whereabouts of Smith. Based on the information given to them, Corporal Edward Alberta proceeded to the location and “arrested the accused Andrew Smith, who admitted to his guilt.”61

On a few occasions, black witnesses took a much more active role in apprehending suspects. Following the murder of Moses Hart by several black men during a botched robbery, Walker I. Koen, a twenty-seven-year-old black man, surrendered to police. Koen, who took part in the robbery, “informed [officers] that he knew who killed the man Hart.” Koen then agreed “to put Wright, and Carter [two suspects] on the spot for us, saying he would get them on a street car, or rather a trolley, which he did.” Once the two men were on the trolley, police rushed the car and arrested the two suspects. While Koen may have been coerced into helping police, the fact that he surrendered to them suggests he was willing to work with police in an effort to minimize his own role in the robbery. Nonetheless, the MPD charged Koen, and three other suspects, with murder, robbery, and carrying a pistol.62

African American witnesses also captured murder suspects and held them until police arrived on the scene. On the night of May 9, 1936, for instance, Cora Cole, Arcarrie Hudson, and Charlene Moss spent the night drinking at the Panama Café on Beale Avenue in Memphis. At some point during the night, Hudson gave Moss a nickel to put in the jukebox. Cole resented this and said, “Charlene was her old lady and [she] did not want anybody messing with her.” An argument ensued and during the scuffle Cole stabbed Hudson in the heart, killing her immediately. According to MPD, Howard Evans, a black male, “grabbed Cora and held her until Patrolman J. D. Benson arrived on the scene and she was turned over to him.”63 Following the murder of Lucinda Thomas by Dorothy Askin in New Orleans, on February 3, 1931, Thomas Webbs, a thirty-six-year-old witness to the murder, chased Askin several blocks, eventually overran her, and held her until police arrived. According to Webbs’s statement, “I took [Askin] in a grocery at Tulane Ave and S. Rocheblave St and held her there until the Police came.” He continued, “Upon arrival of the Police I turned the woman that had killed the other woman over to the Police and went to where I had left my wagon . . . and came to the First Precinct where I made this statement.”64

Sometimes groups of African Americans held suspects for police. When Isaac Malone stabbed and killed Charlie Williams on March 10, 1934, in front of 379 North Dunlap Street in Memphis, a crowd of at least seven people witnessed the event. After the stabbing, “Malone was held by some of the crowd until the police arrived and took him into custody.”65 On June 8, 1941, New Orleans resident Ury Rousell and several other black men followed Leonard Matthews, a thirty-two-year-old black man who had just killed Solomon Sanders, several blocks. According to the NOPD report, when the men cornered Matthews, “Rousell having a pistol at the time, induced Leonard Matthews to return and wait for the arrival of the police.” The group then escorted Matthews to the scene of the crime and had him placed under arrest by officers.66 Although the police recorded these instances in only a few cases, it is important to highlight such moments because they are indicative of a larger trend in which African Americans risked their own safety to ensure police captured the suspect. In these few cases, black southerners did not resort to extralegal retribution against the suspect and instead relied on formal criminal justice institutions. African Americans who actively captured suspects and handed them to police must have believed on the whole that the police would not simply let the accused walk free.

From 1920 to 1945, the police made an arrest in the majority of black intraracial homicide cases. Improved technology and expanded police forces certainly contributed to these surprising statistics, but in reality, the high number of cleared cases mostly resulted from the actions of African Americans themselves. Despite the mistrust of law enforcement that permeated black communities, black witnesses initiated police investigations by reporting homicides and provided the police with most of the information necessary to apprehend suspects at increasing rates throughout the 1930s. In so doing, black homicide witnesses demonstrated their interest in using the police to reduce criminal activity in black neighborhoods. Equally important, the interactions between African Americans and the police in the wake of black homicides demonstrated how African Americans were capable of shaping the way individual officers understood the crimes and how they proceeded with their investigations.

Surrendering to Police

While most people fled following a murder, in a significant number of homicide cases black suspects surrendered themselves to police officers. In Memphis, this occurred in 23 percent of the reported cases. From 1920 to 1945, 272 African Americans who committed, or whom police suspected of committing a murder, surrendered themselves to MPD officers.67 Over the twenty-five-year span, black suspects surrendering themselves to police became more common. As figure 3.9 indicates, in the early 1920s less than 10 percent of all black homicide suspects surrendered, whereas in 1935, 35 percent of homicide suspects did so. While the number of surrenders declined by the 1940s, it still remained above 20 percent. In New Orleans from 1926 to 1945, 145 African Americans surrendered themselves after a homicide. This represented 22 percent of the total homicide cases reported by the NOPD. Similar to Memphis, surrender rates never reached more than 50 percent of all cases, but the shifts in New Orleans were a bit more drastic, ranging from 11 to 42 percent throughout the period (see fig. 3.10). The lowest percentages for surrenders occurred between 1926 and 1930, when the rate hovered between 11 and 14 percent. The 1930s saw an upswing and ranged from 18 to 30 percent. By 1942, the surrender rates spiked to their highest point and totaled 42 percent of all homicides that year. By 1945 the rates fell back down to between 20 and 25 percent. In other words, between the early 1920s and the early 1940s, the number of black suspects who surrendered themselves increased. While it is impossible to know why each black murder suspect surrendered, as police clearance rates improved, and black murder suspects better understood the potential dangers faced while on the run, more of them decided surrendering proved the lesser of two evils. When police apprehended African Americans and brought them to precinct houses or police headquarters, they were often held incommunicado and faced the threat of violence, abuse, and lack of representation. By surrendering, African American homicide suspects tried to limit these possibilities and took control over when and how they were arrested.
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Fig. 3.9. Homicide Suspects Who Surrendered in Memphis, 1920–1945. Source: MPD Homicide Reports, 1920–1945.
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Fig. 3.10. Homicide Suspects Who Surrendered in New Orleans, 1926–1945.Source: NOPD Homicide Reports, 1926–1945.

Surrendering provided black suspects the most control over how, when, and where their arrest occurred. Over the span of two and a half decades, when black suspects turned themselves in, 63 percent of the time they did so at police headquarters. In Memphis, on June 29, 1937, for example, Henry Banks sneaked up on Charles Jackson as he walked to work and shot him once in the stomach. Banks, who according to police had a long criminal record, “came to police headquarters and surrendered [on the] same day as the shooting.”68 In just over 18 percent of cases of surrender, black suspects called police and awaited their arrival either at the scene, at home, or at another location. During a fight on the evening of May 26, 1934, forty-year-old Joe Ellis and forty-year-old Sylvester Harris got into a heated argument over Ellis’s wife. As Harris attempted to walk away from the argument, Ellis followed him, when suddenly Harris turned and shot Ellis five times. After the shooting, “Harris awaited the arrival of officers and surrendered to them, turning the pistol, a .38 calibre Colt pistol over to them.”69 In 11 percent of the cases, black suspects surrendered to police officers on the streets of Memphis. On the night of May 29, 1928, a group of black teenagers played a baseball game in a vacant lot on Beale Avenue. During the game, a fight broke out between eighteen-year-olds Walter Brown and Walter Hoyle. During the fight, Brown ran at Hoyle with an icepick, but Hoyle struck Brown with his baseball bat and ran from the scene. Instead of fleeing the city or trying to hide from police, Hoyle hurried several blocks and “went to Beale and Orleans and surrendered to Patrolmen Luttrell and W. F. Turner.”70 As opposed to taking their chances on the run, African American suspects in homicide cases who surrendered determined the nature of their own surrender and exercised their own judgment in determining the best course of action.

Many suspects surrendered to support their claims of self-defense, accidental shootings, or defense of others. Mildred Lendsy, a sixteen-year-old black girl, killed seventeen-year-old Wills Lendsy on February 1, 1926. Immediately following the murder, Mildred “closed the door, went to Lawrence Jules room and informed him that she had just shot Wills and that she was going to surrender at the first precinct station.” According to NOPD reports, Mildred surrendered the next day and also brought the murder weapon with her. Once in police custody, she claimed she had shot Wills in self-defense. She told the police that “Wills—who upon entering the room punched [her] in the left eye—and threw her across a Davenport in the bedroom and said ‘I think I’ll kill you—Mildred’ then got up and back towards a safe drawer and reach[ed] for a revolver.”71 At that point, Mildred claimed she shot Wills three times in the back. NOPD officers seemed skeptical of Mildred’s claim, noting that “at the time of her arrest [she] showed no blood stains or evidence of any black eye—or bruises,” and she was charged with murder. When Gracie Robinson, a twenty-five-year-old black woman, came to police headquarters on October 31, 1926, after killing her husband in Memphis, her self-defense claim proved more convincing. During her interview, she told the police that “she and her husband had been having trouble for about four years and he often beat her and on the above date he came home and beat her up and then cut her on [the] leg with a knife and she got a knife and stabbed him several times.” Robinson’s claim of self-defense worked, and although police arrested her, a grand jury voted not to return the indictment, and Robinson was released.72 Surrendering to the police provided black suspects with the ability to craft the narrative of events in a way that might ultimately benefit them and shape the way police, prosecutors, and grand juries understood the homicides.

Equally important, however, surrendering mitigated the potential for violence these suspects encountered while fugitives from justice. In cities across the South, rules and regulations provided officers much leeway in how they arrested fleeing suspects, especially in felony cases.73 Southern law enforcement officers often relied on violence as part of a broader effort to control crime and preserve order.74 Thus, when black suspects evaded arrest, the potential for violence remained ever-present. According to MPD records, from 1920 to 1945, officers shot and killed ninety-three African Americans, and eighty-four of these cases (90 percent) occurred while officers were attempting to make an arrest. African Americans were well aware of the potential for violence at the hands of police. While discussions of police brutality undoubtedly occurred between black families and friends, it also made the pages of the local black press. In an April 7, 1928, editorial published in the Birmingham Reporter, entitled “In What Will This Slaughtering End?” the editorialist stated, “Black people in the last few days have become greatly alarmed,” and then continued, “Policemen in the past few days have been very free with their firearms and some five or six Negroes have fell [sic] dead from the results of their activities, and among this number some of the best characters of the state.”75 One black writer in New Orleans claimed in 1931 that “Negro citizens have more to fear from ‘officers of the law’ than from the most dreaded highwaymen, bandits, cut-throats and what-nots.”76 Police abuse and killings of African Americans continually circulated in the black press, and by 1942, Constant Charles Dejoie, editor of the Louisiana Weekly, dubbed the NOPD “the killer behind the badge.”77 These stories of brutality at the hands of the police were so well known that prominent black scholar Ralph Bunche proclaimed, “The only connection Negroes have had to the Memphis police force has been Negro heads colliding with nightsticks in the hands of white policemen.”78 Black southerners, then, were well acquainted with the potential for violence at the hands of police, and that possibility only increased if officers suspected them of a crime. By surrendering themselves to officers, black suspects avoided, or at least substantially reduced, the possibility of being abused during an arrest.79

Moreover, by surrendering themselves to police and then admitting to crimes, black suspects also potentially limited chances of police abuse during interrogations. As discussed in chapter 1, use of the third degree was widespread. The NOPD gained a reputation as one of the most notorious adherents to the practice of abusing suspects in custody. From the late 1920s to the mid-1940s, the NOPD’s use of the third degree became more racialized.80 In addition to the “third degree,” the police employed a number of coercive techniques to try and extract confessions from suspects.81 Many African Americans surrendered themselves to police with an attorney present, possibly to avoid any potential violence or other forms of coercion during the interrogation.82 Moreover, by securing an attorney prior to surrendering, African Americans ensured that police could not deny them access to legal counsel.83 Attorneys routinely advised their clients to avoid making statements and, in the case of abuse by officers, could act as witnesses on behalf of the African American suspects they represented. Melvin Williams, the African American suspected of killing Victoria Young, surrendered to NOPD headquarters four days after the killing with an attorney present and “refused to make a statement.”84 On the night of March 5, 1929, Annie B. Washington shot her husband, Mason Washington, during a fight. After the shooting, Annie immediately fled the scene before officers arrived. However, at 11:00 a.m. on the following morning, she appeared at MPD headquarters to surrender with her attorney, Ed Bell. Once she surrendered, “she was instructed by Bell not to make any statement whatever and she would not admit the shooting.”85 Although a jury eventually sentenced Annie Washington to five years in the penitentiary for the murder, by surrendering with her attorney, she, and other African Americans who did likewise, provided herself with both legal counsel and a bit of protection from the potential abuses and coercion that police in the 1920s and 1930s so infamously employed.86

While many African Americans surrendered because they feared potential violence during arrest, black suspects also surrendered to police because they feared extralegal retribution by other African Americans. While most instances of black intraracial lynching declined in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, extralegal justice still permeated parts of the black community. On August 8, 1944, “a group of Negro citizens” of Memphis formed a posse and sought John Myers, a fifty-three-year-old black man who shot his estranged wife, Fredonia Myers. The day following the murder, the posse formed, found Myers, followed him several miles, and “just as he was about to enter some woods near where they found him, he told them again to stop following him and made a threatening move. It was then that Noel [a member of the posse] shot Myers in the leg.”87 Extralegal or informal justice did exist within the black community, and black homicide suspects sometimes surrendered themselves to police to avoid extralegal punishment from other African Americans.88 Following the murder of James Kelly, a black man from Birmingham, suspect Clarence Reese found Officer L. B. Strong and surrendered. According to Strong, Reese claimed “the negroes were trying to kill him.”89 Although the Jefferson County grand jury returned an indictment against Reese, Officer Strong seemed to believe his self-defense claim and said as much to the jury. By surrendering, Reese crafted his self-defense narrative before police were aware of the crime, and he avoided potential violence at the hands of other African Americans. Considering the likelihood for violence existed from within the black community as family, friends, and neighbors sought out potential murder suspects, it is likely that several of them, like Clarence Reese, chose to take their chances with the criminal justice system and surrendered to police to avoid such violence.

Similar to black witnesses, black suspects faced a dilemma. They could choose a life on the run and face the threat of violence at the hands of police or other African Americans, or they could surrender to a criminal justice system that treated them unfairly.90 Black suspects did not surrender themselves because they trusted the police, but rather because they did not. By turning themselves in, they limited the potential for violence during the process of arrest. By surrendering with an attorney present, black suspects decreased the chances of abuse or manipulation by police during interrogations. Finally, surrendering to police lessened the chances of any type of extralegal revenge at the hands of other African Americans. Considering all of the potential dangers faced by black fugitives, choosing the time, place, and way in which they were apprehended demonstrated their understanding of the complexities and dangers they faced both in the criminal justice system and in their own neighborhoods. While on the surface it might seem paradoxical to assume that black murder suspects would voluntarily turn themselves over to police, these surrenders actually revealed shrewdness and suggests how African Americans could, at times, use the police for their own benefit.

 

On the whole, African Americans played vital roles throughout the process of police investigations of black intraracial homicides. By reporting crimes, acting as witnesses during investigations, securing evidence, or capturing suspects, black southerners used police to remove dangerous African Americans from their community. The efforts of individual black southerners coincided with a larger push by law enforcement agencies to monitor and control swelling urban black populations through the criminal justice system during the late 1920s and 1930s. Within the larger context of a national “war on crime” that targeted African Americans to assuage white concerns over black criminality, black southerners took advantage of an increased police presence in their community to try and compel law enforcement officers to investigate homicides and arrest suspected killers. African Americans understood the potential for violence that permeated their interactions with police; however, by providing police officers with information regarding potential homicides, black witnesses attempted to ameliorate the chances of violence and instead to exercise some influence over the way police worked in black neighborhoods because of their centrality to the investigative process. Equally important, black murder suspects could, at times, shape the way they were arrested by turning themselves in to police. By surrendering, black suspects exercised the greatest control possible over their arrests by police, and by choosing the time and place of arrest, they could avoid particular detectives and precincts, whether or not they surrendered alone or with an attorney, and they could craft a self-defense narrative of the crime that improved their chances of release. Furthermore, black suspects who surrendered to police and admitted the crime, even if they claimed self-defense, reduced potentially violent encounters with police or other African Americans. In sum, whether aiding in police investigations or surrendering to police, African Americans found whatever leverage they could to use, shape, and manage the police. The relatively high clearance rate for black intraracial homicides during the early twentieth century largely resulted from these efforts.

While concerns over violent actions in black neighborhoods certainly motivated black homicide witnesses to engage with law enforcement, African American crime victims also sought out the police when victimized. An examination into the interactions between black theft victims and law enforcement demonstrates how widespread the concern over criminal activity in black communities was and further illustrates how African Americans influenced the actions of police officers throughout the course of an investigation. More importantly, a closer look at black theft victims’ encounters with the police illustrates the circumstances surrounding thefts that largely determined whether an African American theft victim reached out to law enforcement.




CHAPTER 4

African Americans and the Police in Black Stolen-Property Cases

 

 

 

Around 7:30 a.m. on February 4, 1920, a black pressing-shop operator in New Orleans named Emerly West realized that someone had broken into his business during the previous night. When he arrived at work, “he discovered that some unknown party or parties had entered the place and stole one blue suit, a ladies [sic] overcoat, and one pair of black pants.” All told, West estimated that the thieves had absconded with eighty dollars’ worth of clothing. Quickly West called the third precinct station of the NOPD. Patrolmen William Bell and Joseph Leaber arrived on the scene and conducted their investigation, but there was little physical evidence, and West said he did not know who to suspect of the theft. Nonetheless, he informed the officers that he would “due [sic] his utmost to help the Police to locate the guilty parties.”1

In his decision to notify the police of a theft and contribute to the investigation, West was not alone. African Americans often notified law enforcement of thefts and burglaries in the Jim Crow South.2 As discovered in an analysis of over 1,325 black property-loss complaints filed with the NOPD, 604 documented black property-loss complaints found in the JCGJIR, and qualitative evidence culled from MPD homicide reports and black newspapers in Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans, black theft and burglary victims and witnesses engaged law enforcement in a variety of ways during the Jim Crow era.

Similar to African American reactions in homicide investigations, urban black residents throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s capitalized on law enforcement’s presence in black neighborhoods and, despite the potential for violence or manipulation at the hands of law enforcement, used the police for their own ends.3 In addition to urging the police to investgate homicides, black residents turned to the police with increasing frequency following thefts and burglaries. During the 1920s, the number of reported stolen-property complaints filed by black, and white, New Orleanians rose, but steadily receded during the Great Depression and World War II, reflecting a larger, national decline in crime rates during the 1930s and 1940s. At the same time, however, the percentage of black complaints increased relative to white complaints. Not only did African Americans report more stolen-property cases to the police between 1920 and 1945, but the police cleared black stolen-property cases at a higher rate than white cases. Yet, similar to the homicide arrest rates, this disparity was not the result of benevolent police action. Instead, African Americans were less likely than white southerners to report thefts and burglaries when they did not have any information relating to suspects. As a result, when black residents did file complaints, they supplied police officers with information regarding the suspect at higher rates than their white counterparts, which increased the likelihood of an apprehension. Officers’ ability to secure an arrest in these cases also depended heavily on the efforts of African Americans who provided officers with information about the incidents and often tracked down, captured, and turned suspects over to the police.

In addition to black witnesses’ behaviors in the wake of a homicide, these types of interactions support the notion that black residents increasingly embraced the rule of law as opposed to extralegal or self-help methods of dispute resolution.4 The trends in black property-loss complaints suggested that just as white Americans became more reliant on formal criminal justice institutions to maintain social and racial order and promote economic growth, African Americans adopted similar strategies, albeit for more personal reasons. Black southerners harnessed the power of criminal justice institutions largely in an effort to safeguard their property or have it returned. While the protection of property seemed paramount, other victims and witnesses acted out of concern for their friends, relatives, and neighbors. As police forces expanded their presence in the black community in order to gain legitimacy in the eyes of white southerners beginning in the late 1920s, African Americans used those same police officers to mitigate the problems of theft and burglary in the black community. In so doing, black residents sought to make police more responsive to their concerns and make abstract notions of fair administration of the law a reality.

Stolen-Property Complaints

In an editorial published in the Louisiana Weekly on November 7, 1931, one black writer declared, “The rapid increase in crime is staggering. . . . What will society do to protect itself?”5 Along with homicides, property crimes troubled white and black southerners in the early twentieth century.6 Stolen-property complaints reported to the police illustrated southerners’ concern over the problem. New Orleans residents, for example, reported 14,691 stolen-property complaints to the police between 1920 and 1945.7 The number of complaints rose sharply between 1920 and 1930 and then declined more dramatically in the subsequent fifteen years (see fig. 4.1).8 In 1920, New Orleanians reported 2,256 total thefts and burglaries, and by 1930, the total had reached 4,025. After reaching this peak in 1930, the number steadily declined until reaching a low of 1,388 complaints in 1945. Similarly, from 1920 to 1932 the total number of stolen-property complaints listed for Jefferson County totaled 4,291.9 Stolen-property cases listed in the JCGJIR also rose fairly steadily from the early 1920s to 1926, and declined until 1932 (see fig. 4.2).10 The decline in the 1930s follows the national trajectory as property crimes decreased for most of the 1930s.11 Despite the drop in stolen-property complaints, concerns over crime and crime control continued to resonate in the black community throughout the era.12
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Fig. 4.1. Total Stolen-Property Complaints in New Orleans, 1920–1945. Source: NOPD Offense Reports, 1920–1945.

The vast majority of these complaints came from white residents. Despite making up anywhere from 25 to 30 percent of the population of New Orleans between 1920 and 1945, black residents filed just 9.0 percent of the total stolen-property cases. Jefferson County stolen property rates had similar racial disparities. The black population of Birmingham equaled nearly 40 percent of the city’s total residents; however, black complaints equaled only 13.8 percent of all complaints listed in the JCGJIR from 1920 to 1932.
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Fig. 4.2. Total Stolen-Property Complaints in Jefferson County, Alabama, 1920–1932. Source: Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records, 1920–1932.

The racial differences in complaints suggested that most African Americans did not report property crimes to the police.13 African Americans avoided reporting crimes to law enforcement agencies for a number of reasons. Many black residents feared the police and expected indifference from them.14 The potential for violence and abuse pervaded encounters between African Americans and the police. One editorialist attested to this fear, describing the NOPD in the Louisiana Weekly in the following manner: “Negroes know here better than anyone else that the local police department has little or no regard for them. At least once a week some poor, unfortunate Negro is ‘gone over’ by our sadistically inclined police department.”15 African Americans had more to fear than just violence, however. Law enforcement agencies criminalized black behavior to such an extent that nearly all black men faced the threat of arrest for any number of reasons.16 Even when black crime victims reached out to the police, they could find themselves in a precarious position. For example, when Benjimen Watson, a black resident of New Orleans, notified the NOPD that Laurence Lewis had stolen his watch, Patrolmen John C. Clark and Morris Milner placed Lewis and an accomplice under arrest. At the same time, however, the officers reported, “Benjimen Watson was also booked and charged with being drunk.”17 As law enforcement and city officials across the country criminalized various behaviors throughout the first half of the twentieth century, black residents, even victims of crimes, faced the threat of arrest for any number of trivial offenses, such as public intoxication or vagrancy.18 As this example illustrated, calling the police invited a number of potential problems for the black resident making the complaint.

In crimes less serious than homicides, many African American urban dwellers relied on self-help strategies to resolve disputes and conflicts between one another.19 When a young black man named James Morris Hardeman attempted to break into fifty-three-year-old Nettie Shorter’s residence in Memphis, she did not inform the police. According to Shorter, “she had seen a burglar attempt to enter her home on Thursday night and that she had awakened and scared him away.” She did not, however, make any attempt to involve the Memphis police. Instead, she “lay on her bed the rest of Thursday night with a shotgun beside her awaiting the return of the culprit.” Although the burglar did not reappear Thursday night, early the next morning, on July 12, 1945, the intruder returned and “made an attempt to enter her home.” Shorter “shot when she saw him start thru [sic], and he fell back into the yard mortally wounded.” Despite the presence of law enforcement agencies across the urban South, African Americans did not always think it prudent to involve the police in order to protect their property. Instead, they relied on their own efforts.20

Not all African Americans, however, relied on self-help strategies. Unlike Nettie Shorter, an increasing proportion of black residents decided to report burglaries and thefts to law enforcement. In New Orleans, for example, African Americans notified the police in 1,325 cases between 1920 and 1945. In Jefferson County, 594 black stolen-property cases appeared in the grand jury indictment records between 1920 and 1932. Victims’ motivations were multifaceted, but the protection or return of their property seemed paramount. In addition to concerns over their property, black victims and witnesses also notified and assisted the police to protect their friends, relatives, and neighbors from potential thieves and burglars. Similar to their counterparts in homicide investigations, these African Americans sought to use the legal system as a tool to safeguard themselves and their communities from suspected criminals.

African American victims often seemed more concerned with getting their property back than with ensuring the police arrested the suspect. During the January term of the 1924 Jefferson County grand jury, several African Americans recalled the events that led them to believe Ben Cleveland had stolen Peter Deed’s pistol and jewelry. Virginia Carrington claimed that she saw Cleveland exiting Deed’s house around the time of the alleged burglary. Martha Liggon and Andrew Carrington corroborated her statement, but none of the witnesses conclusively argued that they saw Cleveland steal Deed’s property. Deed, however, remained convinced of Cleveland’s guilt. In his testimony before the grand jury on March 25, 1924, Deed claimed that he saw the suspect wearing some of his stolen jewelry. He stated, “I caught the pin on Ben Cleveland.” Apparently, this proved enough evidence to lead to the arrest of Cleveland. By the time the grand jury heard the case, Martha Liggon stated that Cleveland, “has not paid for any of this stuff yet and has not offered to pay for it.” This was of paramount importance for Deed, who merely wanted his property back or to be reimbursed for the value of the stolen items. He informed the grand jury that “I don’t want to send him to the penitentiary if I could get my stuff back.”21

Arrests often proved to be an effective way to get stolen property returned. The JCGJIR documented several occasions when this occurred.22 In his testimony before the Jefferson County grand jury on February 23, 1920, Hershel Brown recounted the day he realized someone stole his clothes. While Brown was away from his residence, Charlie Milton and Hope Bishop, two black men who boarded in the same building as Brown, informed their neighbor, Mary Adams, that they were returning back home. Adams recalled, “They carried the clothes off.” According to BPD officer W. M. Burge, “We went over and arrested Milton.” Once in custody, Milton “told us [the officers] where we could find the suit. We found it down at Clayton, Alabama.” With the stolen property in hand and one suspect in custody, Burge then arrested Hope Bishop. In this instance, the police returned the stolen clothes to Brown. According to Brown’s testimony, “I got [the clothes] back about 20 days afterwards. A detective got them for me.”23

In other instances, a victim recovered their property much more quickly. When Robert Purdie, a black man who operated a shoe repair business in Birmingham, Alabama, realized someone had burglarized his shop one night in October, he quickly notified the police. According to the arresting officer, W. H. Fulghum, “We were on 14th Street and Woodland Avenue and there was a negro boy run up and hailed us and said there was a negro as 1415 Woodland Avenue and wanted him arrested for breaking in his store, and he told us it was a long slim man in a light suit, which we went up and found was John Williams.” Purdie took police to the residence where the suspected burglars resided. Once there, police recovered several articles of clothing and eight pairs of shoes that had been stolen from Purdie’s store. Purdie informed the grand jury that when the officers arrested John Williams, Will Davis, and Richard Myles from the residence, his property was returned. He said that he got them “out of [Williams’s] house where he resides.” Unlike Hershel Brown, who had to wait twenty days for the police to return his items, Purdie knew the location of the stolen shoes, took the police to the residence, and recovered his property the same day.24

While the return of or compensation for stolen property motivated many black victims, sometimes they used law enforcement to safeguard their neighborhoods. When two black men, Walter White and John Grayson, broke into Pearl Russell’s home in Birmingham in 1927, she quickly summoned the police. According to Officer B. E. Riggins, “A negro woman called us in her house at 2612 2nd Alley, said she had been robbed.”25 According to Russell, the two men broke into her trunk, took fifty dollars, and taunted her by saying, “get it if you can.” Shortly after Russell reported the crime, police arrested White and Grayson, and Russell positively identified them as the men who stole her money. Officer Riggins claimed, “We got $10 off of Walter White, and the Grayson negro gave the negro woman $2 of her money.” But Russell was concerned with more than simply getting her money back; she wanted the two men removed from the community. When White and Grayson’s lawyer offered to pay her the rest of her money back if she dropped the case, Russell refused. Her refusal suggested that she preferred that the legal system mete out punishment for the two men.26

Whether black residents notified the police for personal or for communal reasons, the number of African Americans who turned to formal legal institutions in stolen-property cases increased over time.27 Between 1920 and 1945, black complaints comprised a larger percentage of total stolen-property complaints received by the NOPD. The number of black complaints rose and fell in ways that mirrored the trends in total complaints (see fig. 4.1). African Americans filed 181 complaints in 1920. That number grew to 310 and 309 in 1925 and 1930, respectively, then declined to 142 and 146 in 1940 and 1945, respectively. This trajectory probably reflected the declining crime rates that occurred nationally during the Great Depression and World War II. However, as a percentage of the total number of complaints filed, black complaints increased during the twenty-five-year period. In 1920, black complaints totaled just 8.0 percent of all reported thefts and burglaries, but by 1945 that number had increased to 10.5 percent (see fig. 4.3). This represented a 31.3 percent increase. The rise in complaints far outpaced the growth of the percentage of African Americans in New Orleans during the same period, which grew by nearly 20 percent. This surge in stolen-property complaints coincided with similar increases in African Americans’ involvement in homicide investigations and suggested that as police forces became more visible in black communities, African Americans proved more willing to report complaints to law enforcement officers.28
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Fig. 4.3. Black Stolen-Property Complaints in New Orleans, 1920–1945. Source: NOPD Offense Reports, 1920–1945.
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Fig. 4.4. Black Stolen-Property Complaints in Jefferson County, Alabama, 1920–1932. Source: Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records, 1920–1932.

The trends of reported black thefts and burglaries in Jefferson County followed a similar trajectory. Recorded black complaint percentages remained low throughout the 1920s, but there was a noticeable increase in rates from 1931 to 1932. This upsurge coincided with the rise in reported black stolen-property cases in New Orleans that began in the mid-to-late 1930s. The black rate remained in the teens throughout most of the 1920s before dipping to 6.9 percent in 1929 and 11.0 percent in 1930, and 4.0 percent in 1931 (see fig. 4.4). However, the rate rose nearly six times by 1932 and totaled 27.0 percent of all reported cases in the JCGJIR.

The increase in black-reported crimes coincided with a growing police presence in black communities. As police departments expanded and embraced technology, city officials and white residents relied more heavily on formal law enforcement institutions to monitor the swelling black urban populations.29 As the police presence in black communities increased, officers adopted aggressive techniques for handling black suspects as part of a larger “war on crime” that occurred in the late 1920s and 1930s.30 Police officers brought more and more African Americans into contact with criminal justice institutions in an attempt to control these urban black populations. While city officials across the South embraced similar strategies of racial control, and police departments encroached on black neighborhoods, black victims of thefts and burglaries were more likely to report crimes to law enforcement.

The growing reliance on formal legal institutions crossed class lines in the black community. Unlike the case with homicides, which largely occurred in working-class communities, African Americans of working- and middle-class backgrounds reported stolen-property cases to the police.31 Although African Americans occupied the lowest socioeconomic rungs in the urban South, throughout the course of their lives black urban dwellers acquired various types of possessions, such as clothes, jewelry, and money, and some African Americans owned so much property that they became part of a distinct middle class.32 While it is difficult to discern the class background of victims, the NOPD offense reports provided a glimpse into the class background of complainants. One way to gauge the class background of victims is by examining the stolen items, and in New Orleans the types of stolen items reported to police varied tremendously. At 10:50 p.m. on December 2, 1934, for example, eighteen-year-old Alfred Pierce reported to police that Jee Jessie and Ferdinand Cavalier stole forty-three cents from him.33 But almost seven months after Pierce reported the theft of forty-three cents, Louis Gelestin informed police on July 15, 1935, that someone stole his seven-hundred-dollar Chevrolet truck from outside his residence.34 As these examples suggested, African Americans filed complaints for a broad range of items. Moreover, the average value of all stolen items reported by African Americans between 1920 and 1945 was just over $135. However, the value of items fluctuated over time (see fig. 4.5). The mean value of stolen items reported by African Americans rose from $118.97 to $202 from 1920 to 1925. Perhaps as a consequence of the economic hardships that resulted from the Great Depression, the average value declined sharply in the 1930s from $143.09 in 1930 to $75.42 in 1940.35 As the U.S. economy expanded during World War II, the average value of items reached its highest level, at $206.15.36 As a point of comparison, in 1940, out of 28,400 nonwhite families surveyed in New Orleans, 19,630 families earned between $200 and $999 per year.37
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Fig. 4.5. Average Value of Items Stolen from African Americans in New Orleans, 1920–1945. Source: NOPD Offense Reports, 1920–1945.

While class background did not necessarily dictate whether or not a black victim notified the police of stolen property, the gender of the victim did. Black men reported the majority of thefts and burglaries. The most complete information on the gender of black southerners who reported stolen property to the police is available in the NOPD Offense Reports. In New Orleans, black men reported 1,508 cases of stolen property to the NOPD between 1920 and 1945. Although men made up roughly 46 percent of the black population in New Orleans, black men filed complaints in 69.8 percent of all black theft and burglary cases brought to the attention of law enforcement.38 This disparity resulted from the fact that thieves and burglars targeted black men more often than black women and that black men often represented their families in encounters with the police.39 However, during World War II, as more men left to serve in the armed forces, the percentage of black women who reported stolen property increased. Black women made claims in an average of 28.8 percent of cases between 1920 and 1940. By 1945, black women reported 37.4 percent of all cases to the NOPD (see fig. 4.6).40
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Fig. 4.6. Gender Breakdown for Reports of Stolen Property in New Orleans, 1920–1945. Source: NOPD Offense Reports, 1920–1945.

Regardless of class background or gender, African American victims, as opposed to witnesses, relatives, or employers, reported the vast majority of stolen-property cases to law enforcement. From 1920 to 1945, black theft victims reported the crime in 1,236 out of 1,325 offenses, which represented 93.2 percent of cases reported to the NOPD. Although JCGJIR were far less consistent in documenting who notified the police, the records indicate that black victims initiated contact with law enforcement in fifty-seven cases.41 When victims reported cases, they did so in one of three ways. First, many black victims went to police headquarters or precinct stations to lodge a complaint. Although African Americans often faced police manipulation, abuse, and violence at precinct houses and headquarters, black theft and burglary victims often overcame those fears and entered these same spaces to try and use the legal system.42 On the night of April 26, 1925, Cornelius B. Washington walked outside of his residence at 1323 South Rampart Street in New Orleans and noticed his Ford Touring automobile, which he valued at three hundred dollars, had been stolen. Immediately upon discovering the theft, he decided to notify law enforcement. According to NOPD clerk H. J. Mayeux, “at about 11:45 p.m. this Sunday April 26th, 1925, (One) Cornelious B. Washington . . . came to this station and complained that he had his Ford Touring Automobile parked in front of his residence . . . [and it] had been stolen.” While at the station, Washington gave a full description of the automobile to the officers, and the clerk sent a message out to all NOPD stations detailing the theft.43 James Burney, a black resident of North Birmingham, explained to a Jefferson County grand jury that on March 20, 1929, two black men, named Jerome Mack and Frank Patterson, stole one hundred dollars from him. Immediately following the theft, he “went right on to the police headquarters that evening.”44

Other black victims notified the police using the telephone. On May 12, 1920, for example, John Simpson returned to his residence around 2:45 p.m. and discovered that someone had broken into his home at 2216 Cadiz Street. No windows or doors appeared to be broken, so Simpson believed an intruder had used a “duplicate key,” entered his residence, went to his room, and stole a suit and three silk shirts. In his estimation, the loss of property totaled ninety-five dollars. Once he realized that a burglary occurred, he called the seventh precinct station. According to NOPD corporal Jarred C. Rankin, he “received a telephone message from John Simpson . . . that he was robbed and wants to see an officer.”45 Similarly, Samuel Garrett called the BPD to report the theft of his automobile on December 21, 1929. On the day of the theft, Garrett’s Studebaker ran out of gas. He parked the automobile and went across the street to purchase some gasoline. According to Garrett, “I stayed a little while and come back and wasn’t no car there.” He searched the general area and found the automobile “jacked up and they had taken one tire off.” Upon discovering the theft, Garrett “went to the restaurant and told a fellow, and I told them don’t you all go no where [sic] and I called an officer.”46

If black victims did not call or report offenses to the police station, they often found a police officer on the street and filed their complaints. On the morning of October 7, 1920, Georgia Douglas, a black woman from New Orleans, did just that. The reported incident occurred on the previous day, when Douglas realized that someone “effected an entrance of her residence” and stole $159 worth of clothing. The next morning, Douglas saw a police officer walking down Claiborne Street and “complained to Sergt Betbene while passing her residence.”47 Jesse Smith, a black man living in Birmingham, also found officers on their beat after Harrison Jackson “snatched” $22.50 from him in 1925. After stealing the money, the suspect quickly fled. Smith reported the crime to two BPD officers who were at a nearby post office. According to his testimony before the Jefferson County grand jury on October 6, 1925, he claimed, “I got two detectives over there in the post office building to arrest them.”48

Although black victims were the most likely individuals to report thefts and burglaries to the police, they were not the only people to do so. In addition to the victims, other African Americans, typically either family members or witnesses, filed complaints in forty-two cases (3.2 percent) in New Orleans. Around 11:50 p.m. on November 14, 1945, twenty-seven-year-old Private First Class Rochel McLaurin “walked into the Struggle Inn slightly under the influence of liquor and ordered a drink.” Stacy Bracken, a thirty-three-year-old black bartender, refused to serve him, after which McLaurin “sat on a stool and went to sleep.” McLaurin slept for several hours, unmolested, until around 2:30 a.m., when a thirty-one-year-old black man, Arthur Ogden, who had spent the night drinking at the saloon, said to twenty-one-year-old Earl C. Palmer that “he was going to clip this negro soldier who was sitting at the bar asleep.” Ogden walked up to the sleeping McLaurin and “took out of McLaurin’s right hip pocket a brown leather wallet” which contained $325 and McLaurin’s identification cards. With the wallet in hand, Ogden walked out of the Struggle Inn and continued down St. Ann Street for about ninety feet. Bracken, who witnessed the entire affair, called the NOPD and chased the suspect down the street. She “called [Ogden] back and brought him into the Struggle Inn and awakened the soldier and informed him that he had been robbed.” When Sergeant John Cruso and Patrolmen Paul Gares and Earnest Rives arrived on the scene, Bracken told them what had happened and the officers arrested Ogden and took him to the fourth precinct station.49

When African Americans themselves did not report cases, white employers or witnesses occasionally did so on their behalf. Throughout the Jim Crow era, African Americans sometimes utilized whites as intermediaries when interacting with law enforcement institutions because they felt the latter would receive preferential treatment.50 Nonetheless, in New Orleans, this occurred in only twenty instances (1.5 percent). On October 9, 1920, Lucien Pleasant, a black worker employed at Swift and Company, discovered the watch, chain, and diamond ring he placed in a drawer on the third floor of the Swift and Company offices were missing. Shortly thereafter, he alerted his boss, a white man named Charles Reichart. Seven days later, on October 16, 1920, Reichart notified the NOPD on behalf of Pleasant. Patrolman Thomas J. Kieran reported that he “received a complaint . . . from Mr. Charles Reichart, superintendent of the Swift and Co Plant.” According to Kieran, Reichart informed him that “one of his employees, Lucien Pleasant . . . had been robbed.”51 While it is unclear why Reichart neglected to inform law enforcement of the theft for a week after the incident, it is probable that Reichart and Pleasant attempted to identify the person responsible for the theft prior to calling the police. Once the investigating officers arrived on the scene, Reichart informed them that he suspected another employee, a white eighteen-year-old man named Fred Casseriono, of the theft because “he was in possession of a key which opened the drawer from which the above described jewelry had been stolen.”52

Police-officer-initiated arrests that occurred without a complaint being filed by black victims proved very uncommon.53 Due to the fact that a large number of black thefts and burglaries went unreported to law enforcement, on occasion police officers arrested African Americans only to find out later that these same individuals had been involved in thefts or burglaries previously. At times, law enforcement officers noticed “suspicious activity” while walking their beats and discovered that a theft or burglary had occurred after questioning the suspect. Or, crowds of African Americans captured the attention of the police as an officer walked his beat. These types of cases, where white police officers initiated contact with black suspects without receiving a formal complaint occurred twenty-five times (1.9 percent) in New Orleans.54 On September 20, 1930, for example, Sergeant Thomas Doody of the NOPD “noticed a crowd of Negroes chasing a negro man out Conti in the direction of the lake, and down North Robertson to St. Louis sts [sic], and [that man] was placed under arrest on St. Louis between North Robertson and N. Claiborne sts [sic].” Once Doody had the suspect in custody, several of the black men in the crowd informed the officer that the man had stolen $175 from a black contractor named Gilbert Guilyot. Guilyot explained how the suspect, Benjamin Kato, snatched an envelope containing the money off a counter in a crowded restaurant. Immediately after grabbing the money, Kato “ran out of the room running several squares to the place where he was arrested from.” Doody searched Kato, found the envelope, and placed him under arrest.55

Thus, in the clear majority of black stolen-property cases investigated by law enforcement agencies, African Americans initiated contact with the police. Just as they did in homicide cases, black theft and burglary victims “invited” officers into their communities to investigate these stolen-property cases. By reporting these crimes to the police, African Americans attempted to capitalize on law enforcement institutions’ assumption of the responsibility of monitoring and controlling the massive urban black populations in cities across the South in the 1930s and 1940s. Police departments encroached on black communities, arrested more African Americans, and placed them under control of the criminal justice system. Although police officers’ interest in black crimes usually represented an effort to maintain black subordination, this provided black victims with an opportunity to try and use the police to help them regain their property and protect their community from suspected black thieves and burglars.

Arrest Rates for Stolen-Property Cases

While white and black southerners urged the police to investigate and solve thousands of stolen-property complaints in the early twentieth century, law enforcement seemed incapable of meeting the challenge. The ineffectiveness of law enforcement, however, was not confined to the South. According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports for 1931, law enforcement agencies cleared just 29.1 percent of burglaries, 23.3 percent of larceny cases, and 10.6 percent of automobile thefts.56 As crime rates dropped during the 1930s, clearance rates across the country improved slightly. By 1938, authorities cleared 35.6 percent of burglaries, 20.8 percent of larceny cases, and 20.0 percent of automobile thefts.57 In southern cities such as New Orleans, the problem was greater. The NOPD cleared just 20.0 percent of reported thefts and burglaries from 1920 to 1945.58
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Fig. 4.7. Overall NOPD Clearance Rate for Thefts and Burglaries, 1920–1945. Source: NOPD Offense Reports, 1920–1945.

While the overall clearance rate for the period remained low in New Orleans, the police became more effective over time (see fig. 4.7). From 1920 to 1930, the NOPD’s clearance rate actually declined from 17.9 percent to 13.4 percent. This drop coincided with a rise in reported thefts and burglaries. As more New Orleanians reported more crimes, the clearance rates declined. However, the arrest rate surged to 33.3 percent in 1935. This increase was related to two trends. First, despite the economic downturn related to the Great Depression, the NOPD reorganized and expanded in the mid-1930s to include 817 police officers, the most officers employed by the department up to that point.59 Second, the expansion of the police force coincided with a sharp decline in the number of reported stolen-property cases. As a result, police officers could allot more time to each case and the clearance rate improved. By 1945, however, the clearance rate declined to 24.1 percent, which probably was related to the war mobilization effort, the removal of officers to serve in the armed forces, and law enforcement agencies’ increased devotion to maintaining black subordination in the face of increasing black militancy during the war.60 As the clearance rate for stolen-property cases in New Orleans suggested, despite modest gains, law enforcement failed to make arrests in most theft and burglary cases.
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Fig. 4.8. NOPD Clearance Rate for Thefts and Burglaries by Race, 1920–1945. Source: NOPD Offense Reports, 1920–1945.

Just as there was a gross imbalance in the rates of complaints between whites and African Americans (91.0 percent white and 9.0 percent black), there was also a gross imbalance in rates of arrest. Black complaints, surprisingly, ended in arrest at a much higher rate than their white counterparts. Out of a total of 13,366 white complaints, the NOPD cleared just 2,406 cases. This represented a clearance rate of 16.4 percent. The African American clearance rate, however, was more than double the white rate (39.8 percent). Between 1920 and 1945, the NOPD cleared 528 out of the 1,325 thefts and burglaries reported by black New Orleanians. In fact, in each year the clearance rate for black-reported stolen-property cases was higher than for white-reported cases (see fig. 4.8). The NOPD’s clearance rate for white cases remained in the teens from 1920 to 1930, peaked in 1935 at a rate of 30.5 percent, and fell into the twenties in 1940 and 1945. The black clearance rate experienced a similar rise and fall. In 1920 and 1925, the rate remained in the high twenties, rose significantly in 1930, and peaked at 52.3 percent in 1935. The rate fell to 41.6 percent in 1940, and increased again to 50.7 in 1945. In other words, NOPD proved significantly more effective in making arrests in black cases than in white cases. While the white clearance rate never reached more than 31.0 percent, NOPD cleared black thefts in more than half of the reported cases twice, in 1935 and 1945.

This disparity suggested that police officers were more effective in handling black cases than they were in white cases. Yet African Americans were largely responsible for any success that the police department claimed in black cases. Black victims were less likely to report stolen-property cases when they did not have any information about the suspect than whites were. White theft and burglary victims reported cases to the police with no idea who was responsible for the offense in 72.0 percent of cases. When African Americans reported cases, they did so with no information regarding suspects only 58.0 percent of the time. The lower number of reported thefts and burglaries in the black community also suggests that African Americans did not report many stolen-property cases.61 Since black southerners distrusted the police and initiating interactions with police officers could prove problematic for African Americans, it appears that black theft and burglary victims were less likely than whites to contact law enforcement when they did not have any information regarding suspects.62

While it is impossible to know how many African American victims did not report crimes to the police because they did not know who committed the offense, qualitative evidence suggested this occurred frequently. As Menola Stuart, a black woman from New Orleans, prepared herself for a church affair one evening in early February of 1945, she looked for a diamond ring to wear. After she searched her residence, she realized the ring was missing and concluded that someone had taken it. However, “she did not suspect anyone of the robbery and did not notify the police” in regard to the missing jewelry. Around 7:00 p.m. on April 23, 1945, Stuart received a telephone call from a young man from her neighborhood named Herman Johnson. Johnson informed her that Alvin Kendell, an eleven-year-old acquaintance of his, had stolen the ring. On the day the ring disappeared, Stuart sent Kendell to the grocery store to procure some food, and, according to Kendell, he stole “the ring while Menola Stuart was writing the note to the grocer.” After receiving this information, Stuart notified the NOPD, informed them that Kendell had stolen her ring, and police officers arrested the suspect from his parents’ residence on the same day. Importantly, Stuart did not involve law enforcement regarding the theft until she had an idea of who was responsible for taking her property.63 Based on the racial discrepancies in reported cases, many African Americans acted similarly to Stuart and did not involve the police in cases where they did not believe police involvement would result in any action.

While black victims’ decision whether to notify law enforcement of a theft affected clearance rates, so too did African American victims’ and witnesses’ efforts to assist the police. Most complaints that ended in arrest resulted largely from the efforts of African American victims and witnesses, not necessarily from the diligent investigating of police officers. Between 1920 and 1945, the NOPD made an arrest in 528 black theft and burglary cases, and in 80.5 percent of these cases African American residents provided law enforcement officers with specific information vital to the apprehension of the suspect.64 The type of information provided by African Americans to the police ranged from names and addresses of suspects to identifying and even apprehending them. This type of assistance provided by black southerners also became more important to the ability of police officers to clear cases over time. For much of the period (1920 to 1935), African Americans supplied information necessary for the police to make an arrest between 76.0 percent and 83.1 percent of the time. This percentage declined to 70.9 percent in 1940, but rose to 88.0 percent in 1945 (see fig. 4.9). The high percentage of African American involvement in arrests was certainly related to the solidification of racially segregated residential areas in New Orleans. As African Americans became confined to specific sections of the city, the likelihood that victims and witnesses would see a theft or burglary occurring and know or be able to locate the suspect improved.65 However, the sharp rise in 1945 suggested that something more than segregation affected these rates. Despite the hostility that existed between black residents, who challenged Jim Crow, and white police officers, who maintained the racial hierarchy, by supplying individual officers with information to ensure an arrest black southerners attempted to make the police work for them. This effort only increased during World War II, as African Americans across the country demanded government institutions be more responsive to their concerns.66
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Fig. 4.9. Percentage of Cleared Cases with African Americans Providing Police Information in New Orleans, 1920–1945. Source: NOPD Offense Reports, 1920–1945.

In cases brought before a Jefferson County grand jury, African American victims and witnesses also comprised the majority of individuals who provided testimony in cases with black victims. From 1920 to 1932, 1,014 African Americans provided testimony in black theft cases out of a total of 1,124 statements given. In other words, when the BPD conducted investigations into black stolen property claims, they relied on the testimony provided by black victims and witnesses much more than they did on that of white witnesses. Like New Orleans, as segregation intensified, black witnesses comprised a greater percentage of witnesses over time (see fig. 4.10).67 The percentage of black witnesses was at its lowest point in 1920, when blacks comprised 73.1 percent of all witnesses who provided testimony before a Jefferson County grand jury. That percentage rose steadily throughout the 1920s and peaked in 1931 at 100.0 percent. Thus, black victims and witnesses became more important to police investigations of black stolen-property cases over time.
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Fig. 4.10. Percentage of African Americans Providing Testimony in Jefferson County, Alabama, 1920–1932. Source: Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records, 1920–1932.

Black southerners routinely provided law enforcement with the information necessary to secure arrests. The type of information supplied by victims and witnesses varied from general descriptions and names to the addresses or expected locations of suspects.68 Around 1:30 p.m. on November 18, 1925, two black men approached Clara Syous, a black woman living in New Orleans, near Lafayette Square. The men engaged Syous in conversation and, according to Syous, eventually swindled her out of $105. Once she realized the men had taken her money, she notified the NOPD. Although she did not know much about the suspects, when the officers arrived on the scene she provided them with a description of the men. Nearly a week later, on November 23, 1925, Patrolmen Ed Rooney and Richard Durnin reported seeing two men on the corner of Poydras and Dryades Street who “answered a description of those [men] furnished by the Syous woman,” and the officers confronted them. They questioned the two suspects on the street and eventually arrested them for “being well known Confidence Men.” Then, back at the station, the NOPD reached out to Syous, and she “positively identified both Negroes as the ones that had taken her money.” Although the arrest took several days, Syous’s description of the thieves allowed the police officers to identify the suspects and make their arrest.69

When BPD officers arrested Willie Allen in Birmingham in 1927, it was the result of information provided by a black woman named Leola Wright. The theft occurred as Wright approached a Western Union office on First Avenue. Before she could enter the building, an unknown black man approached her and struck up a conversation. The black man asked her if she had any change. As soon as she pulled out her pocketbook, he “grabbed it and ran right on up the stairway.” He escaped, following a short pursuit, and according to Wright, several witnesses “told me to go to police headquarters and report it.” After making a statement, she provided BPD officers with a description of her assailant. Based on the information provided by Wright, Detective Paul Cole homed in on a man he knew named Willie Allen. According to Cole, “she gave a good description of him. She described his overcoat and his hat perfectly, and I arrested him on it.”70

In cases where the victim did not come face-to-face with the suspect, African Americans often conducted their own investigations before notifying the police. When Joseph Toulme, a black man from New Orleans, arrived at his residence around 7:30 p.m. on December 26, 1935, he “discovered that the rear door which was secured with a thumb latch and a home-made wood latch, had been forced open.” Toulme searched his home and noticed that his Ingersoll alarm clock, which he valued at five dollars, was missing. Upon realizing that a burglary had occurred, he asked neighbors if they noticed anyone coming in or out of his room. Carrie Mitchell, a black woman who lived above him, stated that she saw Cleve Thomas and Cleophes Thomas “leaving Toulme’s room at about 7:15 this p.m.” Toulme notified the NOPD and, together with Patrolmen Henry Luthjens and Henry Kirchmen, proceeded to 709 North Roman Street, where the suspects resided, questioned the two men, placed them under arrest, and charged them with larceny.71

Black victims also supplied the police with descriptions of the stolen items that led to arrests of suspects. At 2:30 p.m. on June 5, 1925, F. S. Lambert, a black mechanic, called the police and reported a theft. Several days earlier, on May 28, 1925, he remembered leaving a car tire in his garage. When he returned to work the next day, the tire was missing. In the days between the theft and when he notified the police, Lambert obtained “information that the tire was on a Page make automobile bearing the license 37680–1925,” which he told the police was parked in front of 331 North Basin Street. NOPD officers proceeded to the address supplied by Lambert, towed the car, and learned that a black man named Henry Bailey owned the automobile. When interviewed by police officers, Bailey informed them that he bought the car from an eighteen-year-old black man named Edward Boyer and provided officers with Boyer’s address. NOPD officers Herman F. Stupey, Ishmeal Barrios, and Louis Verges went to Boyer’s residence and placed him under arrest. Boyer’s arrest, then, resulted from the initial investigation conducted by the victim, Lambert, himself. Without his crucial information regarding the whereabouts of the stolen tire and automobile, NOPD officers would not have cleared the case.72

While descriptions of suspects and evidence proved useful, when it was possible black victims provided law enforcement with the names and locations of assailants. Armed with information this specific, police officers typically searched for the suspect at the address supplied by African Americans. On February 14, 1920, Ida Jones, a black woman living in New Orleans, notified the NOPD of a burglary at her residence. When officers arrived on the scene, Jones explained that at some time during the previous afternoon, someone had stolen several articles of clothing from her room. She informed the police that she suspected her neighbor’s brother, Aaron Curtice, of the theft. According to Jones, Curtice had “just returned from the penitentiary, where he served a sentence from breaking and entering in the day time, and that she suspicioned Aaron Curtice of stealing [her clothes].” Based on her suspicion, the officers searched Jones’s neighbor’s residence and arrested Aaron Curtice.73

When African Americans assisted the police, they mostly provided general information, such as descriptions and names, but in some cases, they also took a much more proactive role. In 36.8 percent of cases in which African Americans assisted law enforcement in New Orleans between 1920 and 1945, they did so by identifying or capturing suspects.74 In the same period, in 19.0 percent of all cases in which black victims and witnesses assisted the police, African American victims captured their suspects and turned them directly over to law enforcement.75 In 17.8 percent of cleared cases, they explicitly pointed suspects out to law enforcement.76 In these cases, they relied on the police only to remove the offender from their neighborhoods. While black residents may have been wary of police concern for black crime victims, by identifying and handing over suspects directly to officers they limited the likelihood that their cases would go uninvestigated or unsolved. Black victims and witnesses did not completely trust the police to investigate and solve cases on their own, and by limiting the amount of work individual officers had to conduct, they increased the chances that an arrest would occur.77

When African American victims apprehended suspects on their own and handed them over the police, they essentially did all of the work necessary to ensure that law enforcement arrested the suspect. This was exactly what happened when the NOPD arrested eighteen-year-old Claiborne Young for stealing a one-dollar bill from Richard Brown on May 14, 1920. The incident began when Brown attended a “prayer meeting” and took “some money from his pocket to give a dime to the negro preacher.” As he pulled out his money, several coins fell on the ground. Brown bent over to pick up the change, and as he did he felt “Claiborne Young place his hand in his [Brown’s] pocket” and remove a dollar bill. Young fled, and Brown pursued him. The two men ran down Saratoga Street and caught the attention of Patrolmen John Schiro and William Bailey. When Brown eventually captured Young, the two police officers appeared and “placed [Young] under arrest and charged [him] with larceny from person.”78

Not all victim apprehensions occurred immediately following the incident. On December 20, 1920, Cornelius Mosely, a black man waiting for a train at Union Station in New Orleans, realized someone had stolen a suitcase containing clothes worth $111.75. The alleged suspect fled quickly after the theft, and Mosely had no idea who committed the crime. However, on December 27, 1920, as he walked down South Rampart Street, he noticed a black man in Cohen’s Pawn Shop “trying to pawn the gray suit of clothes which was . . . stolen from the Union Station.” Mosely quickly confronted the man and “held on to the negro until the arrival of Patm. Jos. Fitzpatrick,” who placed the suspect under arrest.79

While overwhelmingly done by men, black women also captured suspects.80 When Mary Lewis, a black woman, suspected seventeen-year-old Seminole Jones of stealing four dollars, she apprehended her and brought her to NOPD. The incident began when Lewis asked Jones to go to her residence and “get four dollars in U. S. currency and her insurance book on the Home Life Ins. Co. and to pay her dues which amounted to the four dollars.” Lewis later found out that, while Jones had taken the four dollars, she never paid the money to the insurance company. Lewis made “inquiries” in the neighborhood attempting to locate Jones and learned that she had kept the money and traveled to Gretna, Louisiana, which is across the Mississippi River from New Orleans. Lewis went to Gretna, located Seminole Jones, and “brought her to this precinct where on being questioned . . . [she] admitted having taken the money and further admitted having spent the same.” The NOPD charged Jones with petty larceny.81

Black witnesses also participated in the apprehension of black suspects.82 While this was a relatively rare occurrence, witnesses proved more likely to get involved in a pursuit when a black woman was victimized. Black woman filed just 31.2 percent of stolen-property complaints with the NOPD; however, when black witnesses captured suspects, 45.5 percent of the time it occurred in cases with female victims.83 When Henry Foster broke into Sadie Johnston’s residence and stole several articles of clothing, an umbrella, and money totaling thirty-three dollars, several black witnesses captured the suspect. The incident occurred on April 8, 1920, when Ferron Clementine and several other black men noticed two black men had broken into Johnston’s home and stole her belongings. The group of men immediately pursued the suspects for several blocks. Finally, “one of the negroes was captured [on the] corner of Gravier and White St by Ferron Clementine and several other men.” Once Clementine and the other men in the group had the suspects in custody, Johnston notified the ninth precinct station, and mounted patrolmen George P. Weidert and Corporal Joseph Porett proceeded to the scene. When they arrived, Clementine “turned [Foster] over to Corporal Joseph Porett.” The officers transported Foster to the Ninth Precinct station and charged him with petty larceny. In cases such as this, black men, whose self-perception of masculinity was often bound up in the responsibility to protect black women, interceded to capture the man suspected of stealing Johnston’s belongings.84

Not all African Americans who located theft or burglary suspects apprehended them. Instead, they pointed out suspects to the police and allowed the officers to make the arrest. When the NOPD arrested Irene Duplessen, a nineteen-year-old black woman living in New Orleans, on January 23, 1935, Duplessen’s black victim identified her for law enforcers. Duplessen’s arrest grew out of an incident that occurred several days earlier. According to Laverich Smith, a black resident of New Orleans, around 8:30 p.m. on January 17, 1935, an unknown black woman approached him as he walked up South Rampart Street. The woman asked Smith if he “wanted to have a good time,” and after negotiating a price, he followed the woman to 1403 South Rampart Street. Once inside, Duplessen led Smith to a room, and “after having a sexual intercourse with her he paid her 50 cents.” Smith then left Duplessen in the room and went down the hall to use the restroom. When he returned, he noticed Duplessen had departed, along with his watch, which he had left on a nightstand. Smith then looked around the neighborhood for the unknown black woman and eventually found her. He “asked her about his watch.” Duplessen equivocated for a few minutes, abruptly ended the conversation, and “jumped over [a] fence making her escape.” On January 19, 1935, Smith finally reported the theft to the NOPD’s second precinct. According to the officer in charge of the case, “Smith could only give a meger [sic] description of this girl and said that he only knew her by the name of Irene.” With this information in hand, the police searched the area, but could not find anyone matching Smith’s description. The officers “instructed [Smith] that in the event he sees the girl to notify the police.” On January 23, 1935, Smith met Patrolman John McDermott during his regular patrol. Smith informed McDermott that the girl who he believed stole his watch the previous week was standing on Rampart & Erato Street. According to the NOPD, “the officer accompanied Smith to the above location where the woman was pointed out to him. She was taken to this station where she was charged with Petty Larceny of a watch valued at $35.00.”85

As the Smith case illustrated, the police did very little to secure an arrest before Smith brought them to confront his assailant. Although Smith provided the NOPD with a description of the woman and the location of the theft, the NOPD proved ineffectual. Four days after he initially reported the incident, the case finally came to an end when Smith pointed out Irene Duplessen to a patrolman. While the reports indicated that the NOPD cleared the case, Smith’s effort to solve his own case, and not the effort of NOPD detectives, proved to be the precipitating factor to the arrest.

In other cases, black victims rode around with the police to identify suspects. Despite all of the distrust that existed between the police and black residents, in instances such as these their interests converged. Early twentieth-century ethnographers routinely commented on the animosity that existed between black residents and white law enforcement agents, largely due to the violent treatment African Americans faced at the hands of the police.86 Some black residents overcame whatever fear and distrust they may have felt when interacting with police officers in other circumstances and accompanied them on a search for suspects. When Percy Bickham, a black resident of New Orleans, learned that someone had stolen his automobile, he notified law enforcement on March 10, 1940. Patrolmen Robert Volten and Albert Roux proceeded to the scene, where they met Bickham. He informed them that “he had parked his Automobile on First St. at S. Claiborne Ave. and that he had gone into the Restaurant at the corner for several minutes and when he left the Restaurant discovered that the Automobile was not where he had parked [it].” Although he did not suspect any particular person of the theft, Bickham accompanied the officers as they conducted “a search of the immediate neighborhood . . . in an effort to locate the stolen Automobile and the thief or thieves.” When the initial search proved unsuccessful, Bickham continued his own investigation. Several hours later he once again called the NOPD and informed them that he “had found his Automobile at Second and S. Galvez Sts. with two men in the Automobile.” Patrolmen Volten and Roux proceeded to the location and discovered Bickham talking to the two men he suspected of stealing his automobile. When the two suspects saw the police officers, one man fled. According to Bickham and the remaining suspect, Henry Watts, the fleeing man was responsible for the theft. Once again, Bickham rode around with the patrolmen to search for the guilty party, located him, and saw him placed under arrest.87

On occasion other African Americans also identified suspects for law enforcement.88 In these instances, witnesses to an alleged theft or burglary typically informed the police of a potential suspect’s location. This occurred on the night of November 13, 1945, when Isaac Weems stole $1,064 worth of jewelry from Cleo Smith, a twenty-four-year-old resident of New Orleans. Smith initially contacted the NOPD to report the theft at 7:45 p.m. Patrolmen William Conlin and Valentino Blaum arrived on the scene, and the victim recounted the events leading up to the theft. She explained that she had spent the evening at the Plum Room drinking, and at some point during this time she placed an envelope containing several pieces of jewelry on the counter so she could pay for some drinks. At that moment, another patron picked up the envelope and absconded from the saloon. The officers failed to locate the suspect in their initial search of the vicinity, took down a description, and left. Several hours later, however, the suspect returned to the Plum Room, whereupon one of the patrons, Joseph Ross, recognized him and notified the NOPD; the patrolmen returned and placed the suspect, Isaac Williams, under arrest.89

African American victims of thefts and burglaries did not passively wait for law enforcement agencies to apprehend potential suspects. Black victims were less likely than white victims to report thefts and burglaries to the authorities if they did not have any information regarding potential suspects. While this accounted for the great disparity in white and black complaints, it also contributed to the higher clearance rate in black cases. For the same reasons that many black crime victims did not report incidents to the police, it appears that black theft victims who notified law enforcement still did not fully trust the police to pursue their cases with the enthusiasm that they would in cases involving white victims.90 To counteract their inequitable treatment, many black theft victims provided the police with as much information as they could to ensure the officers arrested a suspect, even going so far as to point out and capture suspects for the police. Thus, African American victims deserved much of the credit for the higher clearance rate for black stolen-property cases relative to white stolen-property cases.

 

Throughout the interwar period, black southerners’ concern over stolen property offenses in their neighborhoods pushed an increasing number of victims to use law enforcement to have stolen property returned, receive financial remuneration, or punish criminals. Similar to black homicide witnesses, black theft and burglary victims became more likely to use legal institutions to protect themselves and their communities. In stolen-property cases, African Americans notified the police at higher rates between 1920 and 1945. This suggests that potential for violent interactions or apathetic responses to their concerns notwithstanding, black victims believed that contacting the police provided them with a viable option for getting their possessions returned or securing some type of punishment for the suspect. However, the likelihood of an apprehension largely rested on the amount of information or assistance that African Americans provided officers when making a complaint. From supplying information about the suspect or stolen property to identifying or capturing suspects, black residents demonstrated their willingness to assist the police when it served their interests. Due to these efforts, arrest rates in black stolen-property cases improved throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. Black victims wanted their stolen property returned. If an apprehension precipitated the return of their property, or the threat of arrest meant a suspect would return their property, either way, their main objective was satisfied. Some African Americans, however, utilized law enforcement in a broader attempt to remove suspected thieves from their communities. Similar to African Americans who filed complaints in reported homicides, in theft and burglary cases black residents’ self-interest in safeguarding their possessions and their neighborhoods sometimes outweighed their concerns with the potential negative consequences of inviting the police into their communities.

Concerns over crime and violence in their communities motivated African American victims and witnesses to reach out to and interact with law enforcement. In so doing, black residents displayed incredible acumen in finding ways to manipulate law enforcement into serving the interests of individual black residents and the community at large. Yet, black crime victims and witnesses did not always operate out of altruistic notions of improving the community or reducing criminal activity. In some instances, African Americans used the police for more personal reasons. An examination of interactions between law enforcement and black assault victims and witnesses illustrates the various ways that African Americans utilized law enforcement to mediate personal relationships with one another.




CHAPTER 5

African Americans and the Police in Assault Cases, 1920–1945

 

 

 

On September 23, 1928, Julian Jones, a black man living in Birmingham, Alabama, decided to leave Ada Deampers’s rooming house and board with another black woman, Maggie Cox. This decision infuriated Deampers. What began as a “fuss” between the two women quickly escalated into threats of violence. Deampers went to Cox’s residence and demanded she come outside. Cox exclaimed, “Come out the gate if you want to fight!” Deampers pulled out a gun and replied, “I am going to fix you.” At this point in the argument, Cox replied, “I will have to get the laws for you.” Deampers challenged her to “Get the damn laws, get the God damn laws.” At some point Cox apparently did, because the police arrested Deampers the following day. The arrest, however, did not end the dispute. On September 29, the two women engaged in another fight, and according to Cox, “I turned around she was in my back and hit me and we got to fighting.” During this second altercation, Deampers’s brother called the police and had Cox arrested. The police released Cox that same day, and as she walked back to her residence, she once again crossed paths with Deampers. Deampers apparently sought to finish the argument, drew a weapon, and shot five or six times at Cox as she fled. While it remained unclear who reported this final altercation to the police, BPD officers arrested Deampers and the grand jury returned a true bill against her for “Assault with Intent to Murder” (AIM).1

Disagreements were frequent in the black community, at times leading to African Americans such as Cox and Deampers fighting, arguing, punching, stabbing, and shooting each other.2 This is not to suggest that disagreements were more common than in the white community, but it emphasizes that despite their shared experiences of being on the bottom of the Jim Crow racial hierarchy, African Americans were not one unified mass. Undoubtedly, a large number of these confrontations went unreported to the police, as many African Americans lacked faith in the legal system or felt that these quarrels were best handled outside the purview of the criminal justice apparatus.3 Those concerns notwithstanding, African Americans became increasingly interested in using the police to mediate disputes that turned violent during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, as they embraced the rule of law as part of their larger effort to curb crime and violence in their own communities.4 Yet, as with other aspects of black life in the Jim Crow South, criminal justice institutions did not always respond to black concerns with any sense of urgency. To increase the likelihood that law enforcement officers would respond to African Americans’ concerns, black assault victims and witnesses relied on calculated strategies when engaging with the police.

Assault cases reveal more than black residents’ ability to utilize law enforcement to serve black interests. These cases are most significant because the motivations of black victims and witnesses for using the police are more pronounced and complicated than in cases of homicide or theft. To explore these motivations, this chapter focuses on the two most common types of assaults in the black community: assaults growing out of minor disputes and intimate partner assaults. An examination of assaults stemming from minor disputes makes clear that African Americans often used the police to control community norms as these related to the acceptable use of violence.5 Black residents did not notify the police of every dispute between African Americans.6 Yet, in cases where assaults proved especially violent, black witnesses and victims were more likely to contact law enforcement. According to criminologist Henry P. Lundsgaarde, the decision to contact law enforcement following a violent attack reflected notions of “acceptable and unacceptable ways to employ violence in interpersonal relations.”7 In cases of intimate partner assaults, black women deployed law enforcement for myriad reasons related to altering the nature of their relationships with violent partners. Some used the police to help end a relationship, while others utilized law enforcement to renegotiate the nature of their relationships. When African Americans engaged with the Jim Crow criminal justice system, they faced a system that regularly denied them fair representation and failed to recognize their rights. Yet, as the assault cases revealed, despite the glaring inequities that they faced, black assault victims and witnesses did not always avoid interactions with the police and at times sought them out to try and make a corrupted institution work for black communities and individuals.

Disputes between African Americans

Throughout the Jim Crow era, black southerners bonded together to resist their subordinated status in several ways; however, significant differences and disagreements within the black community also occurred. Some of these disagreements focused on larger ideological issues, but others focused on the minutiae of everyday life. At times, these disputes turned violent. While the existing records do not indicate every assault that occurred in these cities, 302 cases of intraracial AIM cases were identified in the Jefferson County grand jury indictment records (JCGJIR), the Louisiana Weekly reported 223 cases, while the Memphis World covered thirty-one cases.8 Editorials suggested the problem was much more widespread. An editorial published in the Birmingham Reporter on January 14, 1926, stated, “It is a common delusion among men that their differences maybe be settled by doing violence to each other.”9 An editorialist for the Louisiana Weekly wrote on January 18, 1941, “Cuttings and shootings set an astoundingly high record during last year.” The writer continued, “Brawls . . . are all too common, so common, in fact, that they are hurting the whole race.”10 Understanding the nature of disputes between black southerners provides context to the larger issue of how African Americans such as Ada Deampers and Maggie Cox harnessed the power of the police to intercede in their arguments with one another.

Despite the differences between the black populations, economic foundations, and politics in each city, patterns of assault proved fairly consistent. Most of the assault cases in Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans stemmed from disagreements over minor issues.11 This category of assaults encompassed altercations that grew out of “apparently insignificant concerns” like bumping into someone or disputes over small amounts of money.12 Despite the relatively minor issue that sparked the initial confrontation, these altercations increased in the level of violence. Such quarrels comprised nearly half (49 percent) of the 302 black intraracial assault cases in the JCGJIR, 65 percent of assaults reported by the Memphis World, and 61 percent of all assaults identified in the Louisiana Weekly.13 Men getting into violent altercations with other men comprised the overwhelming majority of such assaults.14 Green Davis, for example, shot Jerry Lewis in one of Birmingham’s black neighborhoods when Lewis asked Davis to stop cursing, drinking, and gambling on his front porch. According to Lewis’s testimony given on October 6, 1924, “My wife was sick, and he was cursing, standing on my porch cursing, and I told him to get down off my porch, putting me in the dozen or playing the dozen, that my wife was sick and I didn’t want that cursing.” Davis then told Lewis that he “was not going anywhere” and challenged Lewis to make him move. During this heated exchange, Davis shot at Lewis one time, but narrowly missed him. This type of assault that began over a relatively minor issue, became more intense, and ended with a potentially deadly altercation is representative of the largest subset of assaults that appeared in court records and in the pages of the black press.15

Intimate disputes, or arguments between husbands and wives or boyfriends and girlfriends, were the second most common form of assault in the three cities. These altercations made up 23.2 percent of the total identified cases in Jefferson County, 25.8 percent in Memphis, and 25.1 percent in New Orleans. Intimate disputes where men assaulted women made up the clear majority of the cases: 74.3 percent in Jefferson County, 75.0 percent in Memphis, and 60.7 percent in New Orleans.16 Contentious separations initiated by black women typically sparked these types of assaults.17 The case against Manuel Gray, a black man living in Birmingham, provided a typical example. Gray stabbed his wife, Lucile Gray, several times. Lucile Gray claimed on May 24, 1922, that she had recently ended her relationship with Manuel and now lived with her aunt. On a Tuesday evening, Manuel Gray came to the door of her aunt’s residence and demanded to speak with his estranged wife. Lucile recalled, “When I went out there to see what he wanted, he asked me wasn’t I going home with him. I told him no, so he kept on talking; so I turned away from him . . . and when I turned, he just cut me back here. He turned me loose, and I went to run, and he grabbed me by the hand, and cut me here.” Because of her injuries, Lucile Gray spent two weeks in the hospital.18

The trends in types of assaults that occurred during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s underwent significant shifts. In Jefferson County, minor arguments remained the most common form of assault throughout the 1920s, but by 1930, minor arguments became less common while intimate disputes rose sharply (see fig. 5.1).19 As the initial economic downturn sparked by the stock market crash of 1929 deepened, intimate disputes increased as a percentage of all recorded assaults. These trends suggested that as the Depression worsened, men engaged in less reckless behavior such as gambling, hard drinking, and public brawling, which typically encouraged minor disputes to erupt into physical altercations. At the same time, however, domestic disputes rose sharply as a percentage of all recorded assaults. Assaults in Jefferson County appeared to have moved indoors as black relationships faced great strain because of the economic hardships they faced during the depths of the Great Depression.20
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Fig. 5.1. Trends in Assaults in Jefferson County, Alabama, 1920–1932. Source: Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records, 1920–1932.

As these assault cases illustrated, significant disagreements occurred within the black community throughout the Jim Crow period, and at times these disagreements ended in violence. Highlighting these instances of violence between African Americans does not imply that African Americans were inherently more violent than any other racial community. But to understand why African Americans reported assaults to the police, it is important to recognize the divisions that existed within the black community.

African Americans Shaping Their Interactions with the Police

While the 556 reported black intraracial assaults identified in the JCGJIR reveal the broader nature of disputes between African Americans, these cases also expose the ways African Americans exercised influence over the police throughout their interactions with them. Jim Crow law enforcement officers and institutions, by rule and practice, were not created to improve the lives of African Americans. Black assault victims coaxed police officers into serving the interests of black residents in subtle ways throughout the entirety of their interactions. This process began with the reporting of the incident and continued throughout the investigative process as black witnesses shaped police officers’ understanding of the assaults by providing most of the information and evidence used to make arrests. In the arena of assault investigations, African Americans, once again, illustrated that despite the power imbalance in their interactions with law enforcement, they exercised some influence over police officers’ decisions and actions in their communities.

By notifying the police, African Americans initiated investigations and invited law enforcement officers into the community to investigate assaults and secure arrests of suspects. Although Jim Crow criminal justice institutions treated crimes committed against black residents less seriously than crimes committed against whites, black assault victims and witnesses reported these incidents in an attempt to make the law enforcement systems respond to their concerns.21 Without these initial reports, police assaults in black communities would have gone largely unnoticed by law enforcement. Thus African Americans not only initiated the police investigation into the potential crime, but also began the process of extracting services from Jim Crow police forces. By contacting the police, black assault victims and witnesses signaled to the police a willingness to accept their authority or legitimacy. In so doing, victims and witnesses hoped that the police would believe their version of the events surrounding an altercation.

African Americans notified law enforcement of an assault in ways that mirrored their behavior in the wake of a homicide or theft (see fig. 5.2).22 Considering most acts of violence occurred between members of the same race and in segregated spaces, African American victims and witnesses most likely alerted law enforcement to most of these assaults.23 Just as black homicide witnesses and theft victims became more willing to utilize the power of the criminal justice system to alleviate some of the problems facing black neighborhoods, assault victims likely followed suit. Trends in black-reported assaults mirrored those of black homicides and thefts and became more common over time as part of a larger effort by black southerners to make the police better serve black interests.

As law enforcement homed in on black communities during the Great Depression, African American assault victims and witnesses continued notifying the police of altercations throughout the 1930s and 1940s. The Louisiana Weekly reported 200 black intraracial assaults between 1929 and 1945. As was generally the case with national trends during the same period, assaults listed in the Louisiana Weekly declined (see fig. 5.3).24 Nonetheless, the cases that made it into the pages of the black press illustrated that, much like black-reported homicides, which increased during this period, black victims and witnesses in assault cases, particularly those that involved deadly weapons, were willing to involve law enforcement following an assault. Although it is unclear from the data exactly what percentage of these assaults were reported by African Americans, it is likely that the trends in black-reported assaults followed the same trajectory as black-reported homicides.25 The correlation between homicide and assault trends combined with the fact that law enforcement agencies across the country embarked on campaigns to arrest increasing numbers of African Americans during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s suggested that the police arrested more black assault suspects during the same period.26 Thus, because most black assaults were intraracial, there is high probability that black victims and witnesses reported assaults at increasing rates throughout the 1930s and 1940s, reflecting African Americans’ embrace of the rule of law.
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Fig. 5.2. Reported Black Assaults and Black Homicides in Jefferson County, Alabama, 1920–1932. Source: Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records, 1920–1932.
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Fig. 5.3. Black Intraracial Assaults Reported in the Louisiana Weekly, 1929–1944.

African American assault victims often notified the police of attacks on them.27 In so doing, they commenced the investigation and invited the police into their communities. Moreover, and more subtly, the initial report was the first step in the manipulative process designed to entice Jim Crow police forces into serving the interests of victims. When Cora Barnes shot at Annie Champion, the victim called the Birmingham Police Department. In a statement before the grand jury on May 20, 1926, Champion explained the events leading up to the shooting. On the night of the incident, Barnes found her ex-boyfriend, J. T. Mann, walking toward Champion’s residence. Although Mann had severed romantic ties with Barnes, Barnes believed they maintained an intimate relationship. Mann walked up the steps toward Champion’s front door, knocked, and when Champion opened the door she saw Barnes “come rolling out from under the porch.” Barnes shouted, “You black bitch you, I am going to kill all of you black sons of bitches.” Barnes quickly fired several shots in the direction of Mann and Champion but did not wound either one. As Champion ran inside, Mann turned toward Barnes and tackled her. When asked why she turned and ran inside, Champion replied, “I was scared she would kill me.” As Mann restrained Barnes, Champion “called the officers.” Together with Mann, she subdued the assailant and had the police arrest Barnes.28 By contacting law enforcement and turning Barnes over to the police, Champion tried to frame the police officers’ understanding of the assault. She provided the police with her version of the events that made her the victim, with a witness (Mann) to support her claim, as well as with the suspect.

In many cases, African American assault victims found police officers on the street or notified the police at the station or precinct house. The ability of African Americans to locate police officers near their residences or places of leisure suggested that the police departments in the Jim Crow South embraced the tactic of police visibility as a method of social control. This visibility increased during the 1930s as law enforcement focused even greater efforts on controlling black residents. Patrolling beats in uniforms or marked cars signaled white control in black neighborhoods.29 At the same time, African Americans capitalized on this increased police presence to report crimes when victimized. On a Friday afternoon in April of 1930, Henry Holmes shot Robert Hayes at a barbershop on the corner of 26th Street and 3rd Avenue in Birmingham. The two men had had an argument the previous Sunday evening at church, when Holmes questioned why Hayes attended the service. Holmes allegedly stated, “You ain’t got no business at the church.” The two men cursed at each other, and Hayes later said that he told Holmes that “I had as much business as he did” being at the church. The men engaged in a series of heated exchanges throughout the week, exchanges which culminated in Holmes shooting Hayes at the barbershop. Shortly after the incident occurred, Hayes ran up to BPD officer R. G. Shirley, who “just happened to be passing there,” and asked him to go take the pistol away from Holmes and arrest him. Shirley went to the scene, procured the weapon, and asked Holmes if he had shot Hayes. Holmes responded affirmatively, and the officer placed him under arrest.30 John Walton, a black man from New Orleans, also notified the police that he was the victim of an assault. When Walton came home around 1:00 a.m. on June 18, 1933, he found Jesse McGee sitting on his doorstep. Walton “ordered McGee off his steps and an argument followed as to why McGee could not sit on the steps.” At some point during the argument, McGee stabbed Walton and then fled the scene. Walton then “walked to the first precinct” and notified the police of the assault, whereupon the officers there rushed him to the Charity Hospital.31 The police presence in black communities often signaled white control and authority over black communities. Yet, African Americans found ways to use this occupying force to their benefit by reporting assaults that otherwise would have most likely gone undetected by law enforcement.

While contacting the police initiated the investigative process, it was during the investigation that African Americans exercised the most influence over the course of police officers’ investigations into assaults. By giving statements detailing the assaults, witnesses shaped the way police proceeded with their investigations. African American witness testimony often confirmed or refuted the victim’s version of events, especially in cases where the assailant claimed self-defense. Black witnesses did more than confirm or counter narratives of assaults, however. By supplying or withholding evidence, African Americans largely determined what evidence police had at their disposal to proceed with an arrest. Finally, because police officers were from outside of the black community, they lacked a real understanding of the community, its residents, where people lived, and their relatives. When African Americans decided to reveal information regarding suspects and their whereabouts, at times capturing them for the police, black witnesses largely determined whether or not an arrest would occur. In the face of what must have seemed to be overwhelming power differentials between white police officers and black residents in the Jim Crow South, the ability of black witnesses to shape the actions and understanding of police officers in relation to assault cases demonstrated that African Americans could, at times, exercise influence over Jim Crow police officers.32

African American witnesses shaped the way police officers and detectives understood these assault cases. Due to de facto and de jure segregation across the South, it is not surprising that African Americans made up the vast majority of witnesses in assault cases involving African Americans. In Birmingham, between 1920 and 1932, African Americans made up 91.0 percent of people who testified before the Jefferson County grand jury in black intraracial assault cases.33 As with black intraracial homicides and black theft and burglary cases, African Americans often supplied the police with information necessary to make arrests in assault cases as well. During the thirteen years for which the records remain for Jefferson County, the lowest percentage of African American witnesses occurred in 1929 when blacks made up 75 percent of all witnesses. More typically, the percentage remained above 90 percent and twice reached 100 percent, in 1926 and 1931 (see fig. 5.4).34 It is also likely that witnesses’ involvement in black assaults increased throughout the 1930s and 1940s in the same ways that occurred for black homicides. Much like the victims in assaults, then, black witnesses embraced the idea of law and order at the expense of self-help at increasing rates.35
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Fig. 5.4. Percentage of Black Witnesses per AIM Case in Jefferson County, Alabama, 1920–1932. Source: Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records, 1920–1932.

Law enforcement officers often spoke of the importance of black witnesses in their grand jury testimony. The BPD officer Lark Strong testified before a grand jury on February 11, 1924, and when asked what he knew about the assault case against Lucile Blount, he claimed, “I don’t know anything about the case only I answered the call and just got a statement from the darkeys that was there at the house.”36 In his testimony regarding the stabbing of Pete Williams by Robert Griffin given before the Jefferson County grand jury on March 22, 1926, BPD detective J. T. Moser reiterated the significance of black witnesses to police officers’ understanding of assault cases. He stated, “I don’t know anything about the facts in the case other than what the other negroes told me.”37 Not only did African Americans comprise the clear majority of witnesses interviewed, but as these statements by law enforcement officers suggested, the only thing officers knew about the case often came from those black witnesses.

Witnesses provided much-needed context and confirmation to the version of events provided by those African Americans who were directly involved. When BPD detective J. T. Moser recalled his investigation of Jesse Hillman’s assault on Willie Jay, he remembered that the suspect and the victim told him different versions of events. Hillman, according to Moser, “claimed that he cut [Jay] in self-defense.” Jay countered, telling Moser “that Jesse Hillman cut him over a half dollar.” With these conflicting accounts, Moser relied on the testimony of those who had witnessed the assault to determine the validity of both men’s version of events. Moser claimed, “About twelve witnesses stated . . . that [Hillman] just jumped on this negro and deliberately cut him all to pieces.” Although Moser did not say whether the witnesses knew the assault resulted from an argument over money, he affirmed that they disputed Hillman’s claim that he acted in self-defense. In their minds, Hillman attacked Jay. When giving statements to the police, then, these witnesses painted Hillman as the aggressor and Jay as the victim. The police arrested Hillman for assault.38

Black witnesses played a similar role in the investigation of Sam Ardis’s assault on his wife, Henrietta Ardis. In his testimony given on November 7, 1927, BPD detective W. L. Brannon recalled that Sam Ardis told him “that they were having an argument, and that she tried to cut him.” Henrietta told a different story. She claimed Sam “shot me because I was quitting him,” and she roundly denied having a knife. To reconcile these two competing claims, Brannon relied on the testimony of witnesses to clarify what happened. He mentioned that “no one saw the knife” that Sam Ardis alleged his wife tried to cut him with. Brannon’s decision to arrest Sam Ardis for assault rested on the statements provided to him by the witnesses who challenged his claim of self-defense.39

The influence of black witnesses on police investigations of assaults involved more than shaping narratives for the police. Sometimes witnesses’ testimony pushed black suspects to confess to assaults they had previously denied. In 1921, Noah Driscall accused John Culpepper of assault. Culpepper had fled immediately following the altercation. Driscall’s family members put ice on his wounds to stop the bleeding and eventually took him to the hospital. It is unclear who called the police, but Officer W. T. Cochran reported that he “had a call down there,” and “they gave us a description of him.” Officers Cochran and O. D. Brown went to Culpepper’s house, and his wife denied that he was there. Yet, when the police searched the house, they discovered Culpepper hiding inside. When the officers questioned Culpepper about the incident, he repeatedly denied his involvement. The investigating officers recalled that during their investigation, Culpepper “was identified by several negroes as being the one that hit this negro.” When confronted with the witnesses’ testimony regarding his involvement in the assault, Culpepper later “admitted that it was true.” In cases such as this, black witnesses pointed the police to the home of the accused and provided police officers with enough evidence to elicit a confession out of a suspect who had initially proclaimed his innocence.40

While claims of self-defense were often refuted, in several cases African American witnesses corroborated the suspect’s self-defense claims. When Carrie Roden shot her husband, Jim Holland, on February 23, 1924, she claimed self-defense. Holland explained to BPD detective C. E. McCombs that he and Roden had recently separated. He stated that he had decided to move his furniture out of their residence, and while he packed up his things, Roden came up to him and “just walked in the house and blasted down on him. She shot him twice.” Holland further claimed that “he wasn’t doing anything to her at the time she shot him.” Roden, however, told a different story. She stated, “At the time I shot him he had a knife on me. He broke the door open, and he had the knife up right this way (indicating), and he come in there and I shot him.” With two conflicting stories to reconcile, the police relied on black witnesses before coming to a conclusion in the case. Persuaded by witnesses’ testimony, the police charged Holland with assault with intent to murder. Detective G. M. Bragan declared, “From the evidence of the witnesses there, mostly women, he was after her with a knife.” As in the case of Roden, when the victim and assailant told different versions of the assault in question, black witnesses often influenced police officers’ understanding of the assaults in ways that could significantly affect the outcome of the investigation.41

While refutation of or support for self-defense claims represented one of the important ways black witnesses affected police officers’ understanding of assaults, they also sometimes provided testimony to the police that excused the violent behavior in question. On January 22, 1940, Peter Gaines, a thirty-one-year-old WPA worker from New Orleans, stabbed his wife, Viola Gaines, through the neck with a pair of scissors. On the night of the assault, Peter Gaines came home from work and found his food uncooked in the kitchen. Enraged, he threw it into the yard, woke up his wife, accused her of poisoning him, and attacked her with the scissors. Viola’s mother rushed her to the hospital. The police later arrested Gaines, who “was full of blood, but no wounds were found on his body.” During their investigation, police interviewed Peter Gaines’s mother, who told officers that he was “a patient in the mental observation ward of the Charity Hospital.” Witnesses informed the police that Peter Gaines “had been acting queerly since last Saturday” and that he had repeatedly accused his wife of poisoning him. The investigation never uncovered any evidence of poisoning. While the conclusion of the investigation was not elaborated on in the newspaper report, in providing testimony linking the commission of the assault to a history of mental illness, witnesses seemed to downplay the significance of the attack in an attempt to persuade the police not to arrest him.42

In addition to testimony, African Americans contributed directly to the arrest of black suspects. By holding suspects until the police arrived or pointing police in the direction of someone who fled the scene of an assault, black witnesses demonstrated that they were not content to let the police investigate on their own. Instead, they recognized that the likelihood of an arrest increased significantly if they limited the amount of time and effort that southern police officers had to exert in tracking down black suspects. The BPD officer W. L. Brannon testified before the grand jury on May 18, 1926, regarding the assault of James Clark by Luree Williams. He stated that after the shooting Williams “tried to escape, and [James Clark] caught her and took the gun away from her and held her until the officers came.”43 The BPD detective Woody Sandefer made a similar claim when he recalled John Fifer’s assault of Arbell Lipscomb. According to Sandefer’s statement given on August 25, 1924, Fifer fled the scene after the shooting. When Sandefer arrived on the scene, he and his fellow officer Mr. Watson “ran him all around back over there and some negroes helped us catch him at about 29th Street and 9th Avenue.”44 Juvenile Court officer C. H. Hamilton recalled an instance when black witnesses captured a suspect for police in his statement before the grand jury on June 10, 1930. After Paul DeJarnett cut Willie Mae Threadgill, several black men chased DeJarnett around the neighborhood. As these men pursued DeJarnett, they caught the attention of Officer Hamilton and his partner Officer Bell, who “got out and run down the alley and asked who did it.” Black witnesses told the officers where they believed the suspect went, and according to Hamilton, “a negro with us said he saw him going up 12th Street and I jumped in the car and went around there and he said he went in the house.” When Officer Hamilton approached the house, “a negro brought him out on the other side of the house and says ‘Here he is Cap.’” Officer Hamilton quickly placed DeJarnett under arrest.45 In five reported incidents, black witnesses in New Orleans held suspects until police arrived on the scene to make an arrest.46 In the early morning hours of July 11, 1938, for example, several black witnesses surrounded Daniel Zander, who had just stabbed Nathaniel Carey in an argument over Zander’s wife. According to the Louisiana Weekly, “Zander was held following the cutting until police arrived by several men who had formed a ring around him.”47 By holding suspects and turning them over directly to the police, African American witnesses did not engage in extralegal punishment for perceived offenses, but instead utilized formal institutions of criminal justice to mete out punishment. Moreover, by holding suspects until police arrived, they limited the likelihood that suspects would evade arrest.

Black witnesses proved adept at managing the way police engaged with their communities. During their investigations, police relied heavily on the testimony of black witnesses to understand the assaults, track down suspects, and gather evidence, all of which contributed to the officers’ decision to make an arrest. By aiding the police in their investigations, black witnesses largely determined how the police interpreted the assaults and the likelihood that the police would apprehend an assailant.

From the point of contact between black victims or witnesses and the police, a process played out that in many cases ended in the arrest of a suspect. Once victims or witnesses reported a crime, police officers or sheriffs spoke with witnesses and individuals involved in the attack and, ideally, tried to make an arrest.48 Although Jim Crow criminal justice institutions did not take criminal acts against African Americans as seriously as those committed against whites, in the case of black intraracial assaults arrests were not unheard of. In each of the 302 cases of intraracial AIM cases identified in the JCGJIR, law enforcement officers in Jefferson County arrested a black suspect.49 Reports in the Louisiana Weekly stated that police arrested an assailant in ninety-four cases, while the Memphis World noted arrests in ten cases.50 The police did not make an arrest in each reported assault case and typically did not treat black intraracial violence with the same attention as they did cases of violence against whites.51 However, that did not necessarily discourage African Americans from trying to use the police in the wake of an assault. Although Jim Crow law enforcement agencies became more aggressive in their arrests of black residents in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, African Americans attempted to manipulate the ways in which agents of criminal justice institutions engaged with and did their jobs in black communities. The efforts of black victims and witnesses to use and manipulate the police in the wake of an assault bore some fruit. In at least 406 cases the police arrested the assailant based on those black complaints.52 Those arrests would not have occurred without black victims and witnesses reporting incidents, providing testimony, securing evidence, and giving information about suspects to law enforcement.

Using the Police during Disputes over Minor Issues

Understanding how black victims and witnesses manipulated the police during assault investigations reveals an important aspect of the relationship between police and African Americans in the Jim Crow South: namely, as indicated above, that black residents exerted some influence over police officers in their encounters with law enforcement. Yet, more so than in homicide and theft cases, the reasons black victims and witnesses chose to engage with law enforcement in the wake of an assault were complicated, nuanced, and indicative of the complex ways black residents living in the Jim Crow South negotiated their day-to-day lives under the confines of the racial caste system. Delving into the specifics of assaults stemming from minor arguments explains why African American victims and witnesses involved the police in violent confrontations with one another.53 Witnesses and victims probably contacted the police for similar reasons.54 Protection from violent individuals probably prompted much of their decisions to involve law enforcement.55 What comes through in minor dispute assaults, though, is more than just concerns over one’s safety. Instead, by contacting law enforcement regarding an assault, African Americans attempted to enforce communal views of acceptable and unacceptable forms of dispute resolution. Arguments between individuals did not typically prompt a victim or witnesses to contact law enforcement. Even aggressive confrontations often did not come to the attention of the police. However, when an argument or dispute turned potentially deadly, in the eyes of the victim or witnesses the altercation violated what they considered were acceptable forms of dispute resolution.56 In these instances, African Americans utilized law enforcement to try and regulate behavior in the black community, especially as it related to the use of violence during disputes.57 Attempts at regulating behavior through law enforcement in these instances seemingly outweighed the potential negative consequences of engaging with the police in the eyes of victims and witnesses.

Most minor disputes documented in the JCGJIR between 1920 and 1932 (73 percent) began as small arguments and rapidly escalated into violence.58 A typical example occurred in Birmingham in 1922, when Will Green shot Vennie Lee Bagby. As Bagby left a dance one evening in 1922, Green stepped on her, so she asked him to get off her foot. Green, who was drunk and upset that Bagby had refused to dance with him earlier in the evening, cursed her and said, “I’ll blow your God damn brains out.” After this outburst, Bagby claimed, “I didn’t pay him any attention,” and she and her husband walked out the door of the dance hall. As she exited, Green drew a gun out of his pants and fired several shots at Bagby, hitting her in the shoulder. It is unclear who called the police, but Officer W. K. McAdory noted, “We answered a call over there at a negro dance.” It is probable that a witness reported the incident to the police, considering Bagby went to the hospital after the shooting.59 The relationship between the witness and the victim was unclear. If the witness who reported the shooting did not know the victim, perhaps he or she called the police because the idea of someone discharging a weapon at a crowded community dance threatened his or her safety. Or, if the witness knew the victim, perhaps he or she reported the incident to the police to punish Green for nearly killing Bagby. In these instances, the altercations escalated quickly and often ended in serious, life-threatening injuries. For African Americans in the Jim Crow South, the use of potentially life-threatening violence often dictated whether to call the police.60

In the remainder (27 percent) of the minor AIM cases, a series of confrontations occurred prior to the incident that prompted the arrest. On July 6, 1920, for example, Vonnell Barron and Ed Mustin got into an argument that eventually turned into a fistfight. Mustin apparently bested Barron in the fight. The extent of injuries to Barron or Mustin could not be determined from their statements, but at no point after the altercation did anyone notify BPD. Nonetheless, Barron harbored bad feelings toward Mustin. One night in November, Barron saw Mustin standing in a restaurant. Without a word, Barron walked into the restaurant and opened fire on Mustin. He shot Mustin four times. Mustin spent four or five weeks in the hospital as a result of his injuries, and while he was there his wife “swore out the warrant for [Barron].”61 As this example indicates, fistfights or arguments involving minor injuries may not have prompted black victims or third parties to notify the police. Altercations that resulted in major injuries and involved weapons, however, prompted African Americans to report incidents.62

The use of a weapon on an unarmed victim also appears to have violated acceptable forms of conflict resolution. On the night of January 21, 1925, Albert Gray yelled at his coworker Randall Baker, “Well, hurry, let’s go.” Baker replied, “You kiss my ass.” At that point, Gray jumped off the truck and ran at Baker. Each man drew a knife, they scuffled a bit, and both combatants suffered minor injuries before several other coworkers “got them separated.” However, every time the crowd separated Baker and Gray, they quickly reengaged each other. After the third altercation, the coworkers convinced Gray to leave, and he went into a room to change his clothes and told the group, “I am through. . . . I will put my knife in this locker.” At no point during any of the altercations did any of the onlookers contact the police, which suggested that neither of the combatants violated the onlookers’ sense of acceptable forms of confrontation. However, after Gray stashed his weapon in the locker and walked back out the door to continue working, Baker “[j]ump[ed] on him and cut him up with a knife.” Gray suffered wounds in both shoulders. At this point, witnesses notified police and BPD officers arrested Baker.63 As this case illustrated, in the initial altercations between the two men, although they involved weapons, neither man suffered serious injuries. Even as the men continuously engaged in fights throughout the evening, no one notified the police. It was not until the final altercation, in which Baker stabbed Gray, who was unarmed, several times with a knife, that witnesses contacted the police.

Whether the minor arguments escalated immediately or over a series of months, the decision to call the police rested largely on whether or not the altercation proved life-threatening. Minor quarrels without significant injury, such as the initial fights in the Barron and Baker cases, did not necessarily prompt witnesses or victims to notify law enforcement. Once those altercations crossed the threshold of acceptability and turned potentially deadly, however, victims, witnesses, and victims’ relatives seemed more likely to notify the police.64 While the police certainly represented white supremacy, enforced Jim Crow laws, and abused African Americans, in these cases black southerners capitalized on the increased interest by the police in black communities to their own benefit. Black victims of and witnesses to violent assaults used the pillars of the white racial system, the law and the police, to protect themselves and their community by punishing individuals whose violent altercations violated notions of acceptable dispute resolution.65

Using the Police in Intimate Disputes

Domestic quarrels afflicted white and black romantic relationships across the country during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.66 While not unique to the southern black, urban communities, these issues seemed particularly pronounced within black working-class families because of the cramped living quarters, poverty, racial discrimination, loss of political power, and daily humiliations of Jim Crow.67 In New Orleans, for example, African Americans comprised 29 percent of the city’s population but committed nearly three-fourths of spousal homicides.68 The poverty and other pressures that resulted from Jim Crow created potentially volatile situations for black men and women in relationships with one another. Precluded from venting their frustrations against white southerners, at times black men lashed out at the people closest to them.69 The most common form of intimate dispute involved African American men abusing African American women.70 Black women, however, were not defenseless in these instances and employed a number of techniques to manage their intimate conflicts.71 Many of these disputes were handled outside the formal criminal justice system, as black women often relied on their community relationships or self-help strategies to extricate themselves from volatile relationships.72 Yet, as the police presence in black communities strengthened in the 1930s and 1940s, African American women incorporated law enforcement into their efforts to ameliorate domestic abuse.73 In cases of intimate partner violence, African Americans often used the police to resolve these quarrels and establish or renegotiate social hierarchies within relationships.74 The decision to notify police of an altercation rested on several factors.75 Similar to disputes over minor issues, the threshold for reporting intimate violence to law enforcement was related to the use of a weapon or the severity of the injury. The desired resolution of these disputes, however, often varied. Victims of abuse turned to the police to sever ties with an abusive partner or to use an arrest, or the threat of an arrest, as a negotiating tool with their partners.

Contentious separations initiated by black women typically sparked these types of assaults. The case initiated by Beatrice Lee, a black woman living in Jefferson County in 1921, is a typical example. Lee and her husband, Nathaniel Carter, lived together for some time, but the relationship soured, and Lee moved out of their residence and in with her brother. Upset with Lee’s decision, Carter told her, “You stay over there [with her brother] another night, you better stay every night.” Carter then told her that she had better leave their residence, to which she responded, “Well, it’s my house. Nathaniel, look like if [anyone] was going to leave it, looks like you were [the] one going to leave.” Carter left for twenty minutes, but returned and continued the argument. He asked Lee if she really meant to end their relationship, to which she replied, “Me and you cannot get along together, and it is best for you to get you a room and go somewhere and stay. . . . I ain’t going to stay in the house with you anymore. I’m scared of you.” Once again, Carter left their house. Not ten minutes later, he returned and without a word, walked up to Lee, stabbed her in the chest, and shot her in the shoulder. Violent assaults of this kind appeared frequently before the Jefferson County grand jury. It is important to understand the causes of these violent encounters in order to better understand how and why these black women used the criminal justice system to respond.76

In the wake of violent assaults by their husbands, black women often turned to the police, and by extension the court system, to put their violent spouses in jail and out of their lives. In 15 percent of intimate dispute cases in the JCGJIR, black women stated that they wanted their partners prosecuted and incarcerated.77 Despite the distrust black women must have felt toward the police and the larger Jim Crow criminal justice apparatus, in reporting assaults to the police, these victims believed that an arrest, conviction, and sentence were possibilities. The experience of Georgia Parker, a black woman from Birmingham, illustrates how black women utilized the police as part of a larger effort to end an abusive relationship and have their partner incarcerated. In early 1923, Georgia’s abusive relationship became unbearable and she left her husband, Sylvester Parker. Sylvester became increasingly agitated following the separation, and on March 5, 1923, he came to Georgia’s residence and stabbed her. Following the altercation, she ran to her neighbor’s house and notified the police. According to witnesses, the Parkers had had a contentious relationship for some time. Georgia’s mother, Mamie Owens, claimed that Sylvester Parker “beat my daughter up a time or two,” indicating that the most recent stabbing was not an isolated incident but rather the culmination of a series of abusive encounters between the couple. Like minor disputes, when the abuse turned potentially life threatening, victims and witnesses seemed more likely to report the assaults to the police. In testimony given before the Jefferson County grand jury on March 21, 1923, Georgia Parker claimed, “My husband stabbed me because I quit him. I am not living with him now. I didn’t say anything to him before he stabbed me. I didn’t do anything but leave him.” She concluded her statement by saying, “I am not going back to him. I don’t love him. I want to send him to jail.” These statements illustrated that Georgia Parker’s decision to report the assault to police was part of her struggle to bring her abusive relationship to an end. After her initial decision to leave her husband, he had continued his harassment of her. His violent assault proved the tipping point for Georgia, who believed contacting law enforcement would land her estranged husband in jail.78

Hattie Hawkins had a similar experience in Birmingham. In a statement given on December 6, 1932, Hawkins recalled the series of disputes that ended with her estranged husband, Ernest Hawkins, shooting her. According to witnesses, the argument began when authorities arrested Ernest Hawkins on burglary and grand larceny charges and placed him in jail. When Hattie Hawkins met with her husband in jail, she refused to bail him out and encouraged him to “tell the truth about what he had done . . . to make it easy on [himself].” It is not clear whether he took her advice or not, yet three months later, authorities released him. Shortly after his release, troubles between Ernest and Hattie worsened. Hattie claimed that she “couldn’t get along with him and he got mean and wanted to kill me.” As tensions mounted between the couple and in fear for her life, Hattie Hawkins swore out a warrant for him and put her husband under a peace bond. After issuing the warrant, Ernest avoided Hattie for two months. Eventually, however, he ignored the warrant and resumed his harassment. Late one evening, he came to her residence and “started fussing.” She demanded he leave, but he shot her instead. While she recovered from her wounds, Ernest’s threats continued. On the night of his arrest, he came back to Hattie Hawkins’s residence and begged her to “take up the warrant.” Once again, she refused, but this time she also contacted the police. Officers arrived relatively quickly on the scene and arrested Ernest. When asked by the prosecutor during her grand jury testimony what she wanted to happen to her husband, she replied, “I want him put in; I don’t want him to kill me.”79 Hattie Hawkins, much like Georgia Parker, informed the police of her assault in the belief that his arrest could lead to his eventual prosecution and incarceration. This decision did not come lightly to Hattie Hawkins. She tried to use the threat of arrest to manage her relationship with her estranged husband in the form of a warrant, and repeatedly refused Ernest’s requests to rescind it. When it appeared that the risk of arrest would not work and after Ernest’s violent assault, she delivered on the previous threat. By contacting the police and having Ernest arrested, she illustrated her commitment to using the police and courts to ensure her safety from her husband.

Black women who reported cases of abuse to the police did not always require a long sentence for their efforts to bear fruit. Oftentimes the initial arrest or short stints in the local jail or workhouse provided them with the necessary time to end abusive relationships without interventions by their intimate partners. Between the time of an arrest, prosecution, and sentence, African American women moved out of shared residences, filed for divorce, or separated informally from their partners. In Memphis, Minnie Gilliam employed the police to arrest her husband for abuse, and while he spent time in the workhouse, she filed for divorce. Minnie and Conright Gillman had been married for several years, and according to MPD records, she worked several jobs, and her husband “lived off her earning, he having never worked.” By July of 1936, the relationship soured and turned violent. According to the police report, he “had been in the habit of abusing Minnie.” She eventually had him arrested when the abuse became unbearable. Conright Gillman was convicted and spent twenty-five days in the workhouse. The MPD records indicate that “while he was confined [at the workhouse], she arranged with Attorney Holman to obtain a divorce.”80 While the arrest of an abusive spouse itself provided some respite from violence, black women also capitalized on the time their husbands spent confined by the criminal justice system to end their relationships.

Although the possibility of a conviction motivated some black abuse victims, incarceration was not always the intended outcome when contacting the police in abuse cases.81 In some instances, black women testified that they did not, in fact, want their husbands prosecuted and put in jail.82 These women’s decision to have their attackers arrested, but not prosecuted, was complex and defied easy explanation. Nonetheless, some of their statements provided insight into why this might be the case. At some point in 1922, Jack and Millie Ward got into a heated confrontation. Jack “thought [Millie] was out with some man” and during the fight stabbed her twice. Millie fled to a nearby friend’s residence and “begged” her friend not to let Jack kill her. Her friend, Bettie Beasley, pulled out a gun on Jack Ward when he entered the residence. He quickly fled the scene. While it is unclear whether Millie Ward or Bettie Beasley notified the police, the BPD eventually arrested Jack Ward for the assault. When Millie Ward testified before the grand jury on February 2, 1922, in the case against her husband, Jack Ward, she implored the prosecutor and the grand jury not to send him to jail. She stated, “I don’t want nothing done to him.” Despite the fact that witnesses claimed that Minne begged them not to let her husband kill her during the assault, she repeatedly downplayed the attack, claiming, “He didn’t do nothing much. He didn’t hurt me much.” Although she never specifically stated why, she repeatedly told the prosecutor that they were married for thirteen years and she was “the mother of nine children for him.” By reiterating this phrase, she indicated to the prosecutor and the grand jury that her concerns with how she would afford to raise nine children without her husband’s financial support outweighed her desire to see her abusive husband sent to jail. Her plea that her husband not be prosecuted suggested that she perhaps had other motivations in using the police. During the initial attack, she feared for her life. Her initial decision to notify the police and have her husband arrested was probably related to the violent and potentially life-threatening nature of the assault. However, between the time of the incident and her appearance before the grand jury, it appears her concerns with her personal safety were somewhat alleviated and, as a result, she did not want Jack Ward prosecuted. Instead of viewing successful prosecution as the ultimate outcome or desire of these women, it is likely that African American women, like Millie Ward, often deployed the police to secure their safety in the moment of an assault.83

In other cases, black women used an arrest as a negotiation tactic.84 When these women were attacked and had to spend time in the hospital, the expense incurred could be daunting. Thus, by having their partners arrested and threatening them with prosecution, black women could leverage that threat into making their abusive partners demonstrate contrition or ask for forgiveness. By paying medical expenses for injuries incurred during an assault, abusive partners attempted to demonstrate contrition. Black women frequently reported as much in the testimony before the grand jury. When Laura Patterson testified on January 28, 1920, for example, she declared, “I don’t want him prosecuted.” Although she did not explicitly state why she came to that decision, she testified, “He said he didn’t aim to do it. He paid my doctor’s bill. He is taking care of me while I was sick.”85 Lillie Starnes, whose husband stabbed her in the abdomen, made the connection much more explicit. According to the detective involved in the case, Starnes “said she didn’t know whether she wanted to prosecute him or not.” Her decision hinged on whether “he paid the doctor’s bill.” As these examples suggested, and as reported above, black women’s decision to have their abusive partners arrested did not always stem from a desire to put them in jail for extended periods of time. Instead, some women chose to have their partners arrested as part of a larger negotiation. In these two cases, that negotiation hinged on whether or not the men paid the medical bills. While that decision may have been made out of economic necessity, it could also indicate that black women viewed their partners’ agreement to pay medical expenses as an act of contrition.86

Having abusive partners arrested also placed considerable financial obligations on arrestees. Arrests could prove quite expensive even if the accused did not end up in jail. Regardless of whether an arrest led to an indictment and conviction, involving law enforcement placed these men under considerable financial burden: some paid fines, posted bond, hired attorneys, missed several days of work, or lost their jobs because of their arrest.87 Take, for instance, Louis Jones, who shot and seriously wounded his wife, Ola Jones. According to the statements of several witnesses in the January 1926 term of the Jefferson County grand jury, at 8:15 p.m., Louis shot Ola five times on the porch of their house. The shooting was the culmination of an evening spent “fussing and quarreling,” which both witnesses acknowledged. Louis fled the scene after shooting his wife, and their neighbor Pearl Jones, who was not related to either of them, ran over and found Ola groaning on the porch. It is not clear in the statements who called the police; however, Birmingham detective H. C. Jones noted that he “took that warrant” and arrested Louis Jones. Following the arrest, Detective Jones, in consultation with Louis Jones’s attorney, allowed Jones to “make a three-hundred dollar bond.”88 The arrest forced Louis Jones to pay a three-hundred-dollar bond to get out of jail, a considerable amount considering the average annual wage in Alabama totaled $727.49 in 1931.89 Moreover, by bonding himself out of jail, Louis Jones would forfeit the bond if he failed to appear for his hearing.90 From the time of his arrest and trial, Louis Jones was placed under the surveillance of the local criminal justice system, limiting his freedom.91 By calling the police during an intimate dispute, then, black women sometimes punished their lovers and spouses by inflicting significant hardships that fell short of jail time.

On other occasions, black women did not intend for the police to inflict any type of punishment on their abusive spouses. Instead, they used the threat of the police to deescalate tensions during potentially violent arguments. To force their partners to leave a residence or place of business, on several occasions black women threatened to or actually called the police. Concerned about the possibility of an arrest, male partners often fled the scene. On May 24, 1931, Julia Cook used the threat of the police to deescalate a confrontation with her husband, Roy Cook. On the night of the argument, Julia recalled that her husband came home and “was drunk and raising sand [making trouble or raising a fuss].” At some point during the argument, Julia Cook became worried about her safety and she “called the law.” Realizing that Julia had just contacted law enforcement, Roy Cook fled the scene. While it is unclear when the police officers arrived at her residence, once they were there, Julia informed them that she did not want her husband arrested. The police left, and Roy Cook stayed away from the residence he shared with Julia for three days. Despite the fact that her husband threatened her repeatedly, it appeared that Julia Cook did not necessarily believe that he posed an imminent threat. Instead, it seemed that, in an effort to calm the situation, she contacted the police to deescalate the argument and get her husband to leave the residence and stay away for several days.92

Black women attempting to use the police to help mitigate potentially violent intimate disputes was not confined to Birmingham. Throughout the evening of May 5, 1929, Wesley Johnson, a thirty-eight-year-old black male, fought with his wife, Willie Johnson, at their residence in Memphis. During the series of fights, “the police were called two or three times.” However, when Willie notified law enforcement, “Wesley would escape every time before they would get there.”93 While the police never arrested Wesley Johnson, the fact that Willie Johnson notified the MPD several times during the altercation and that her husband fled as a result, demonstrated that during domestic quarrels, contacting law enforcement could have an immediate impact. The threat of arrest encouraged an abusive partner to flee the scene prior to the arrival of the police, perhaps preventing an argument from escalating to violent levels. A similar incident occurred in late September of 1934. Lilly Gage and Jesse Travis lived together, but their relationship was fraught with problems. MPD officers reported that “Jesse had beat [Lilly Gage] up” and she had sworn out a warrant against him. In between the time that Gage swore out the warrant and the police arrived on the scene, Travis escaped. Although officers never arrested Travis, it seems that the possibility of the police coming to the residence to arrest him proved enough of a risk for him to flee. Gage did not see Travis for “several days” following the issuing of the warrant.94 Whether it be an hour or a few days, the specter of an arrest often proved real enough for abusive partners that black women repeatedly notified law enforcement of assaults and black men left the scene to avoid apprehension. In these cases African American women appeared to use the threat of an arrest to reduce tensions during an altercation and force abusive partners to leave.

Despite the seeming willingness of black women to report instances of abuse to the police, that decision also came with potential risks, including retribution from an abusive partner.95 Several instances of abuse occurred on the heels of black women attempting to have their partners arrested. On February 3, 1932, Roberta Wallace explained to the grand jury that her husband, Floyd Wallace, had stabbed her twice because she “had him arrested for non-support.” According to Roberta, Floyd told her “[she] would be sorry” if she did not remove the warrant for his arrest. Sensing his anger, Roberta tried to avoid Floyd and spent a week boarding at another residence. Floyd eventually found out where she was staying, came to the residence, and demanded Roberta come talk to him. She refused several times and claimed, “I didn’t want to speak to him.” Her reluctance infuriated Floyd, who yelled, “You God damn son of a bitch, I will give you something to have me arrested for.” He charged at her, yelling, “God damn you for having me arrested,” and stabbed her two times.96 Attempting to mitigate abusive relationships through the local criminal justice system was fraught with problems for black women. In addition to concerns over police brutality, wrongful arrest, or lack of enforcement of laws when black women were victims, black women who reported crimes against abusive partners also faced the potential of retribution from the person they needed protection from. While in some cases an arrest provided relief to black assault victims, in other cases the decision to report issues to the police escalated tensions and turned violent.

African American women used the police in a variety of ways to mitigate their intimate arguments with black men. Some women called the police to punish violent men, others used the police as part of a larger negotiation whereby they tried to extract something from their abusive partners, and others used the threat of the police to end abuse as it occurred. These cases signify some of the larger ways in which African Americans, particularly women, attempted to alter gender expectations within relationships by using the police. The traditional male-headed household of middle-class American life was challenged in many working-class black households.97 Black women contributed financially to their family incomes and had a sense of economic independence unknown in most middle-class white households.98 This gender dynamic within working-class black households, however, did not mean black men did not attempt to exercise control over their intimate partners.99 At times, these issues boiled over into physical altercations.100 As these intimate dispute cases illustrate, however, black women attempted to use law enforcement to resist black men’s patriarchal demands and reject subordination in their relationships.

 

An examination of black intraracial assault cases between 1920 and 1945 sheds light on the ways in which African Americans deployed the police to mediate their social relations with one another. Disputes in the black community did not typically result in violent altercations, but when they did, black victims and witnesses often turned to law enforcement to intercede. Black southerners’ grievances with one another often outweighed the combatants’ negative or hostile view toward the police. In conjunction with the behavior of black homicide witnesses, victims and witnesses to black intraracial assaults involved law enforcement in disputes at increasing rates throughout the period. By notifying the police of an assault and providing investigating officers with information, African Americans demonstrated their willingness to engage with law enforcement and their ability to shape the way law enforcement agents worked in black communities. In black intraracial assault cases, as in homicide and theft cases, African Americans deployed several strategies designed to influence the understanding and behavior of police officers. Perhaps more importantly, the assault cases demonstrated the multifaceted motivations that led African Americans to involve the police in their affairs. In assaults stemming from minor issues, black victims and witnesses routinely deployed the police as part of a larger effort to regulate the use of violent behavior in these heated exchanges. Some altercations, even violent altercations, seemed to fall below the threshold of contacting law enforcement, while those that involved deadly violence prompted many black victims and witnesses to turn to the police. Similarly, in cases of intimate partner violence, black victims and witnesses also deployed law enforcement in a variety of ways to end or negotiate relationships with abusive partners. In so doing, these African Americans harnessed the power of law enforcement and attempted to bend it to their own particular desires. As police departments across the country moved into black communities to increase control over minority populations, black assault victims and witnesses capitalized on the interest of the police and, in turn, used the police to help mediate disputes within their communities.
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In 1903, W. E. B. Du Bois famously, and presciently, proclaimed, “The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line.”1 In the aftermath of emancipation and Reconstruction, white southerners reestablished the racial hierarchy, or the “color line,” through elaborate customs that dictated blacks behave in subservient ways when interacting with whites, segregation laws physically separating the races, and black political disenfranchisement.2 African Americans did not quietly accede to these efforts at subordination and resisted the implementation of the color line.3 As a result, the veneer of white supremacy required constant surveillance and enforcement by whites. In many instances, efforts at “policing” the color line erupted into grotesque displays of communal violence in the form of spectacle lynchings, which occurred at alarming rates between the 1890s and 1920s.4 Regardless of how effective extralegal violence may have been at fending off black challenges to white supremacy, by the twentieth century, these forms of violence threatened the economic viability of the South.5 To combat these threats to economic growth, state and city officials worked to supplant extralegal methods of maintaining racial control by expanding the capabilities of criminal justice institutions.6 By at least 1920, police officers, as opposed to ordinary white citizens, emerged as the foot soldiers in the battle to maintain black subordination in cities across the South.7 Although consistently underfunded and undermanned, law enforcement agencies employed violence against black residents, arrested increasing numbers of African Americans, enforced segregation laws and customs, and consciously neglected some complaints by African Americans in a larger effort to ensure black southerners remained at the bottom rung of southern society. According to sociologist Gunnar Myrdal, “In the Southern cities where the two racial groups [were] more separated, the duty of policing the population [became] a continuous and specialized task. The police then also [became] more directly important for interracial relations.”8 Thus, understanding the ways in which African Americans responded to the growth of police departments and the encroachment of police officers into black communities to maintain white supremacy provides an important, and understudied, venue from which it is possible to understand aspects of race relations in the Jim Crow South.

The interactions between law enforcement and southern blacks in the first half of the twentieth century must be placed in the larger context of black reactions to the implementation of Jim Crow in general. Sociologist Charles S. Johnson’s ethnography Patterns of Negro Segregation provides a useful framework. Johnson, who published his study in 1943, argued that blacks’ responses to Jim Crow fell into one of three categories: avoidance, aggression and hostility, or acceptance.9 According to Johnson, avoidance, or a “precautionary effort to avoid certain types of racial contact” in an attempt to “avoid conforming to the patterns of expected behavior,” was the most common response.10 Aggression and hostility, or the “active expression of an antagonistic attitude” toward whites and Jim Crow, was the least practiced response because of the violent consequences a black man or woman faced for this type of behavior.11 Finally, African Americans widely practiced acceptance, or a willingness to conform “to the expected modes of behavior” dictated by Jim Crow. However, while outward conformity to expected behavior suggested black southerners accepted their subordinated status, “it [was], of course, possible to conform externally while rejecting the race system mentally and emotionally; and there are evidences in Negro behavior of widely varying degrees of acceptance.”12

African Americans responded to the encroachment of law enforcement into black communities in the early twentieth century in similar ways. Most African Americans attempted to avoid interactions with law enforcement as much as possible. While it is difficult to know exactly how often this happened, the notion of self-help identified by a number of scholars suggested that black residents decided against involving law enforcement in intraracial issues.13 Because many African Americans believed white-controlled criminal justice institutions would not treat black intraracial crime seriously and feared violence at the hands of police, they avoided contacting the police in the wake of a crime.14 For example, the small number of thefts reported by African Americans in New Orleans indicated that most black theft victims did not lodge stolen-property complaints with law enforcement. The high number of black intraracial homicides was also a sign of self-help strategies as oftentimes the decision to employ violence resulted from disputes over property, debts, and perceived affronts. In many cases, homicides and assaults represented retribution on the part of an aggrieved party who operated outside of the formal criminal justice system.15

If avoidance represented the most common strategy employed by African Americans, violent resistance to the Jim Crow police was the most uncommon response,16 Robert Charles’s no-holds-barred resistance to police harassment being the most famous example (see chapter 1). Charles’s resistance to law enforcement and white mobs made him a champion to many African Americans, who were frustrated with the state of race relations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.17 Ida B. Wells-Barnett famously described Charles’s defiance as heroic and declared him a martyr to the larger effort to fight back against segregation, disenfranchisement, and racial violence.18 Wells-Barnett’s support for violent resistance to racially discriminatory policing was echoed by other African Americans who, according to Johnson’s observations and conversations with black southerners in the Jim Crow South, “secretly admired” men like Charles, who refused to submit to white supremacy.19

Despite the glorification surrounding resistance by men like Robert Charles, most African Americans did not express their frustrations with Jim Crow police forces violently. Instead, they expressed their aggression or hostility toward the police organizationally.20 Across the South, a number of local black organizations materialized in the early twentieth century which developed strategies designed to lessen the worst abuses of the Jim Crow South. Organizations such as the NAACP developed campaigns against police brutality designed to punish violent police officers and change departmental policies, while they also worked to enhance the reputation of the civil rights groups. That black urban dwellers responded positively to these efforts is not all that surprising, considering they faced police manipulation, abuse, and violence. The resentment felt by black southerners built up over time. These types of organizations provided aggrieved blacks with a venue through which they could express their frustrations. Their protests and formalized efforts to combat white supremacy emerged as logical outgrowths of the oppressive nature of the Jim Crow legal system.

Black avoidance or aggression to the development of police departments as enforcers of Jim Crow seemed like obvious responses. However, the decisions of large numbers of African American residents to contact law enforcement, act as witnesses, turn over evidence, and capture suspects following the commission of a crime were more unexpected. Given that discriminatory treatment occurred at the hands of police, prosecutors, judges, and juries across the Jim Crow South, the notion that African Americans voluntarily invited the police into their neighborhoods and residences seemed counterintuitive. These decisions represented a third type of reaction by black residents. By contacting the police and assisting them throughout their investigations, black crime victims and witnesses signaled that they accepted the authority of law enforcement.21

In the South, police officers sought legitimacy and respect for their authority. According to Myrdal, the typical police officer in a southern city was “a low-paid and dependent man, with usually little general education or special police schooling. His social prestige is low.” Despite this low standing in society in general, employment as a police officer offered poor white men one advantage: authority. Police officers represented the law, carried and could use a gun, and had the authority to arrest individuals. Myrdal concluded, “It is not difficult to understand that this economically and socially insecure man, given this tremendous and dangerous authority, continually feels himself on the defensive.” Southern society emphasized status and hierarchies, both within racial communities and between them. While on the job, police officers “expect[ed] to be challenged when about routine duties. . . . This defensive attitude makes the policeman’s job tedious and nerve-racking, and leaves the public with the feeling that policemen are crude and hard-boiled.” In interactions with African Americans, Myrdal suggested, “There [are] practically no curbs on the policeman’s aggressiveness when dealing with Negroes whom he conceives of as dangerous or as ‘getting out of their place.’” Myrdal’s description of southern police officers provided insight into what police officers sought when interacting with individuals: respect and recognition of their authority.22

African Americans often deployed a number of signals to illustrate to law enforcement their willingness to cooperate. In the eyes of the police, cooperation meant acceptance of their legitimacy. By using these signals, black crime victims and witnesses attempted to assuage police officers’ fears of African Americans’ resistance to white authority. Across the Jim Crow South, racial etiquette dictated how black and white residents should behave when interacting with one another so as to solidify the racial hierarchy.23 White southerners, including police officers, routinely made a distinction between “good Negroes” and “bad niggers.”24 Law enforcement officers often described “bad niggers” as “those who ‘give them trouble,’ who are ‘uppity’ in manner, or who do not show proper respect for their authority.”25 “Good Negroes,” however, were often described in much different terms. In the presence of whites, these African Americans were appropriately deferential and “[knew] their place and stay[ed] in it.”26 In addition to the rules for interactions with whites in everyday settings, when engaging with a police officer African Americans offered other cues to demonstrate, at least on the surface, their support of the police. African Americans who lodged complaints with the police and assisted them throughout their investigations of crimes in the black community undoubtedly understood the history of abuse black suspects faced in the hands of southern criminal justice institutions. However, by employing law enforcement to respond to a criminal act these black victims and witnesses gave the impression that they accepted the legitimacy of the police.

While deferential attitudes toward police officers were certainly not confined to the South or to black interactions with the police, southern African Americans’ reliance on deference when encountering law enforcement proved especially significant in the South. In northern cities, African Americans, especially by the 1930s, made up sizeable voting blocks and could attempt to assuage problems in black communities through the electoral process or by extracting services from politicians who relied on black votes. Moreover, in cities with black police officers, which almost all northern cities with sizeable black populations had by the 1930s, black crime victims and witnesses and community members concerned about crime and violence in black neighborhoods could interact with black police officers. Black southerners faced a different dilemma.27 Electorally handicapped and lacking representation on police forces in cities like Birmingham, Memphis, and New Orleans, they deployed strategies designed to appeal to the white supremacist nature of southern police officers, while also extracting services from them.28

The signals offered by African Americans differed from the customary forms of deference that dictated other interactions with whites. When engaged in conversations with whites, racial etiquette typically demanded blacks remove their hats, avoid eye contact, walk slightly behind whites, and exhibit other subtle indications of white superiority.29 While these forms of etiquette undoubtedly applied to encounters between African Americans and the police, black crime victims, witnesses, and suspects also used other signals designed to demonstrate their nominal acceptance of white police officers’ authority.30 First and foremost, black crime victims and witnesses contacted law enforcement.31 By notifying the police of crimes, African Americans sent a message to law enforcement agencies that, as opposed to self-help supporters, they accepted the police departments’ sovereignty over criminal investigations, at least on the surface. In addition, by notifying law enforcement of crimes, black victims and witnesses invited the officers into their neighborhoods and homes, which also worked to disarm some of the fear that police officers held regarding African Americans in general.

All of the witnesses who provided information to police following a crime indicated to the police that they accepted police authority in much the same way that African Americans who notified law enforcement of a crime did.32 White southerners relied on black informants dating back to the antebellum days, and when black residents provided white officers with information relating to black suspects it demonstrated a support of white authority in a way that also harkened back to the days of slavery.33 But this was not the only way. Black men and women who supplied the police with information regarding crimes typically waited for the police to arrive on the scene. By voluntarily offering up information and not making police officers seek out black witnesses, African Americans tried to disarm any concern the officers may have brought with them regarding resistance from blacks.34 Assistance conferred a sense of legitimacy in the eyes of the police.35 In addition, black witnesses often offered to ride around with officers in search of a suspect. On March 29, 1931, for example, Granville Magnard, a thirty-one-year-old black longshoreman from New Orleans, saw Sanford Toliver shoot Henry Bailey. Toliver fled immediately following the shooting, but Magnard remained at the scene and waited for the police. When the officers arrived, Magnard “took Detectives Dillman and Russo to several places where [Toliver] hangs out at and located him . . . and pointed him out to the Officers who arrested him.”36 While this is not stated in the reports, African Americans most likely sat in the back of the police automobile, denoting their deference.37 By riding around and identifying suspects, black witnesses allowed the police to assume a position of authority over black subordinates throughout the investigations.

By walking into police headquarters and precincts, African Americans also indicated to law enforcement their acceptance of police authority. Police precincts and headquarters were intimidating places, especially for African Americans.38 Black suspects in jail routinely faced the threat of police abuse and manipulation, in addition to worry about the history of southern law enforcers handing black suspects in custody over to lynch mobs.39 Black victims, witnesses, and suspects who came in to police headquarters understood this history, and by entering the police officers’ space demonstrated a willingness to work with law enforcement, by filing a complaint, making a statement, or surrendering. Thus, the black southerner who walked into a police station sent a powerful signal to the police that they intended to voluntarily cooperate with the police and, by extension, they indicated a broader acceptance of police authority.

But the outward appearance of acceptance and subservience often masked African Americans’ true intentions. As police officers across the country began arresting black residents with greater frequency, they provided African Americans with an opportunity to exploit the growing interest of criminal justice agencies in black criminality to remove violent and criminally inclined people from black neighborhoods.40 Although black activists pushed local governments to address the underlying conditions in black communities that affected crime rates, often the only government agency they could access was the police.41 Despite the obvious negative consequences of police encroachment into black neighborhoods, black crime victims and witnesses sought to use the police to mitigate problems facing their communities. The decision to call the police and assist them during investigations, while ultimately done to serve black residents’ personal interests of protecting themselves and their possessions, was also related to what Du Bois called African Americans’ “double-consciousness.” Du Bois explained that African Americans in the Jim Crow era grappled with their “twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body.”42 In black spaces, African Americans likely expressed their disillusionment with the police and supported the actions of black men like Robert Charles and organizations like the NAACP. The realities of Jim Crow made actions like Charles’s suicidal and support for civil rights groups dangerous.43 Moreover, a reliance on self-help strategies often increased violence within communities. In the wake of a theft, homicide, or assault, black victims and witnesses found another way to manage their interactions with the police: they gave the impression of subservience and acquiescence to the authority of white officers, while subtly and cleverly extracting from law enforcement services that benefited African Americans.

From the vantage point of law enforcement, the signals provided by African Americans established black acceptance of police authority; however, these interactions looked somewhat different from the perspective of black southerners. By giving the outward appearance of submission to white, and police, authority, black residents actually placed demands on the same institution designed to maintain African American subordination. In much the same way that a black carpenter seeking employment by a white homeowner might remove his cap and avoid direct eye contact in accordance with racial etiquette to make the homeowner feel more comfortable and hire the black worker, the variety of signals deployed by African Americans that demonstrated to police officers that they accepted police authority was also used to increase the likelihood that the police officers would serve the needs of African Americans.44 The thousands of black victims, witnesses, and suspects discussed in the preceding chapters all used various rituals denoting racial submission to cast themselves as the “good Negro” in order to make demands of the Jim Crow police. By signaling their intention of cooperating with law enforcement, either by contacting police, pointing out suspects, or walking into police stations, these African Americans used the “mask of subservience” to invert the racial hierarchy by manipulating the police to serve their needs. In removing violent individuals from their neighborhoods, protecting their property, or altering the dynamics of gender roles in black relationships, under the guise of accommodation to police officers, black southerners deployed subtle strategies bound up in racial etiquette to make law enforcement work for them.

In sum, African Americans in the Jim Crow South engaged with the police in ways that mirrored their behavior in other interactions with whites. Some avoided interactions with law enforcement at all costs and relied on self-help strategies to resolve disputes and protect themselves and their property.45 But while self-help remained a powerful force within the black community throughout the Jim Crow era, from 1920 to 1945 interactions between African Americans and the police became more common. Violent resistance to the encroachment of criminal justice institutions into black neighborhoods occurred infrequently; however, black organizations such as the NAACP engaged police departments and challenged law enforcement’s discriminatory and violent treatment of black residents. This type of interaction represented a form of more aggressive resistance to Jim Crow.46 While these forms of engagement have garnered the most attention from scholars, African Americans who gave the appearance of accommodating the police while actually using officers to their own advantage represented a third and increasingly important way that black residents managed their interactions with law enforcement. By acting in ways that made police officers believe that these African Americans accepted the superiority of individual officers and the police as an institution, black southerners attempted to manipulate the police into acting in ways that benefited the black community. While police forces in the Jim Crow South imposed white supremacy on black southerners and possessed almost unmitigated authority in their interactions with African Americans, that does not mean that black residents were powerless. Black organizations and individual African Americans developed and employed a variety of strategies to manage and influence Jim Crow police officers.

Unfortunately, the criminal justice system that developed in the early twentieth century was merely a precursor for a more robust, racially discriminatory, and damaging criminal justice apparatus in the twenty-first century. The growth of police forces, the reliance on improved technology, the militarization of law enforcement, and racial disparities in terms of enforcement, arrests, and incarceration continue at exacerbated rates. Despite the efforts of activists during the 1930s, and beyond, the inclusion of black police officers, and diversity and racial bias training for law enforcement officers, the main criticisms of policing still remain as pertinent today as they were in the Jim Crow era. Moreover, disparities between white and black communities are glaring in terms of investments in education and access to job opportunities, healthcare, social services, and even healthy food.47 As a result, black communities today face similar issues that their predecessors did in the Jim Crow era: police violence, crime, and a lack of community investment from governmental agencies, among others. While significant gains were made in the post-Civil Rights era in terms of racial equality and gains for black communities, the growth of the criminal justice apparatus over the last fifty years has created a new system of racial oppression following the collapse of Jim Crow.48

As this book demonstrates, despite all of the problems related to African Americans and the police, for nearly a century African Americans have tried to reform, work through, and join law enforcement to help combat problems in black neighborhoods.49 African Americans deployed several strategies for multiple decades to improve policing and public safety whether through the subtle strategies described here, larger protest movements, inclusion of black police officers, pushing for federal oversight, or increased training for law enforcement. However, the recent killings of Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Freddie Gray, Tamir Rice, Keith Lamont Scott, Terence Crutcher, Philando Castile, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and Rayshard Brooks have illustrated to the wider American public that there continue to be systemic, racial problems in policing and criminal justice in the United States. So much so that many black, indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) communities and white Americans have abandoned efforts to reform police. Recent protest movements demanding defunding and even outright abolition of the police are indicative of the realization of these activists that efforts to work through or with law enforcement have not borne the type of change necessary to improve public safety in their communities. Recognizing the shortcomings of past efforts at reform, these groups are calling for new and innovative ways to improve public safety and introduce into their communities plans that curtail or eliminate police departments. As activist Mariame Kaba stated, “We don’t want to just close police departments. We want to make them obsolete. We should redirect the billions that now go to police departments toward providing health care, housing, education and good jobs. If we did this, there would be less need for the police in the first place.” She concluded, “The protests show that many people are ready to embrace a different vision of safety and justice.”50 These calls for abolition are a direct result of the failures of the police to address the issues faced by black communities who, for nearly a century, worked through and with law enforcement to try and remedy those problems. Despite the diligent efforts of African Americans, it has become glaringly obvious today that in myriad ways the police have failed black communities.
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A NOTE ON SOURCES

 

 

To trace the moments of interaction between law enforcement officers and African Americans documented in this book, I have relied on various sources and qualitative and quantitative methodologies from all three cities to complement each other. The bulk of my preliminary research comes from reports generated from local police departments, local court records, and branch files of the NAACP. The information from these sources is supplemented by black newspapers, clippings files in local archives, and yearbooks and annual reports published by the police departments. Taken together, these sources offer a variety of perspectives from which it is possible to glean an in-depth understanding of the interactions between the police and African Americans.

My examination of street-level interactions between law enforcement and black urban dwellers is based on over 21,000 police homicide reports, police offense reports, and grand jury indictment records. The police reports provided extraordinarily rich detail regarding the demographic information of people involved in homicides, thefts, and assaults, the location of the incidents, the date and time of investigations, the number and race of witnesses, and arrests. From the Memphis Police Department and New Orleans Police Department homicide reports, I traced the number of African Americans who reported crimes, as well as black witnesses and victims for each year between 1920 and 1945 (the NOPD Homicide Reports are nearly complete for these years. They run from 1926 to 1931, 1935, 1938–1939, 1941–1943, and 1945.). Due to the sheer number of theft reports listed in the NOPD records, my databases detail every theft reported to NOPD only for the years 1920, 1925, 1930, 1935, 1940, and 1945. Similar to my plotting of the homicide databases, I outlined the changes in black- and white-reported cases, along with black victims and witnesses. For my examination of interactions between law enforcement and African Americans in Birmingham, I relied largely on the Jefferson County Grand Jury Indictment Records (JCGJIR). These sources are more problematic than the police records because cases brought before the grand jury are not necessarily an indication of every crime perpetrated against black residents, or each offense reported by African Americans. Nonetheless, I created databases that charted the number of black homicides, assaults, and thefts recorded between 1920 and 1932. Each case also listed the names, races, and detailed testimony of all witnesses brought before the grand jury. The trends in reported crimes and witnesses identified in the JCGJIR mirrored the changes found in the police reports from Memphis and New Orleans. In addition to numbers, each report recorded lengthy witness testimony that allowed me to illustrate the actions of African American victims and witnesses before and after crimes, how and why these black residents notified law enforcement, and the variety of interactions that occurred once the police arrived on the scene. When used in conjunction with the police records for other cities, these sources provided an extensive trove of data related to police/minority encounters.

This material formed the basis of several databases I compiled. I generated cross-tabulations by year of factors related to homicides, assaults, and thefts. For each type of crime, I identified the number of black-reported and white-reported offenses, the method of lodging complaints with law enforcement, arrest rates, the number of witnesses in each case, and the type of information or evidence provided by each witness. I then traced the changes in frequency of each factor for each year from 1920 to 1945. The compiled statistics allowed me to compare shifts in the types of interactions that occurred between black southerners and the police.

To supplement the police reports, court records, and NAACP files, I relied largely on black newspapers that survive in each of the cities. The black newspapers I utilized were the Memphis World (1931–1932, 1943–1945); Birmingham Reporter (1923–1933); Birmingham World (1940–1945); and Louisiana Weekly (1925–1945). On the whole, these newspapers provided confirmation of black intraracial homicides and police killings, listed examples of thefts and assaults, and offered narratives on the actions of victims, witnesses, and police officers in the wake of crimes. Due to the fact that police reports often gave the perspective of the white officers involved in generating the documents, black newspapers provided African American perspective that could be lost in the legal records. Moreover, these sources also followed some of the cases in more depth than the police reports or grand jury records. Newspaper editorials frequently shed light as well on black views of law enforcement and crime in the African American community that place the interactions documented in this study in appropriate context.

Race, Crime, and Policing in the Jim Crow South combines quantitative data culled from official reports with qualitative sources to explore the nature of interactions between law enforcement and blacks living in southern cities. This type of balanced approach has allowed me to trace changes in the behavior of police and African Americans over time based on statistics, while elaborating on those behaviors through rich narratives surrounding crimes, police investigations, and arrests. Consequently, the various sources work together and balance out the weakness of each to form a more complete picture of police/civilian interactions in the Jim Crow South.
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Source: Historical Census Statistics on Population Total by Race, 1790-190, and by Hispanic
Origin, 1670-1950, for Large Citios and Other Urban Placesin the United States, by Campbell
Gibson and Kay Jung, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washingion, DC:UIS. Government Printing
Office. 1996,
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