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1. Background

In July, 1919, a race riot involving whites and Negroes occurred in Chicago. For some time thoughtful
citizens, white and Negro, had sensed increasing tension, but, having no local precedent of riot and wholesale
bloodshed, had neither prepared themselves for it nor taken steps to prevent it. The collecting of arms by
members of both races was known to the authorities, and it was evident that this was in preparation for
aggression as well as for self-defense.

Several minor clashes preceded the riot. On July 3, 1917, a white saloon-keeper who, according to the
coroner's physician, died of heart trouble, was incorrectly reported in the press to have been killed by a
Negro. That evening a party of young white men riding in an automobile fired upon a group of Negroes at
Fifty-third and Federal streets. In July and August of the same year recruits from the Great Lakes Naval
Training Station clashed frequently with Negroes, each side accusing the other of being the aggressor.

Gangs of white "toughs," made up largely of the membership of so-called "athletic clubs" from the
neighborhood between Roosevelt Road and Sixty-third Street, Wentworth Avenue and the city limits--a
district contiguous to the neighborhood of the largest Negro settlement--were a constant menace to Negroes
who traversed sections of the territory going to and returning from work. The activities of these gangs and
"athletic clubs" became bolder in the spring of 1919, and on the night of June 21, five weeks before the riot,
two wanton murders of Negroes occurred, those of Sanford Harris and Joseph Robinson. Harris returning to
his home on Dearborn Street, about 11:30 at night, passed a group of young white men. They threatened him
and he ran. He had gone but a short distance when one of the group shot him. He died soon afterward.
Policemen who came on the scene made no arrests, even when the assailant was pointed out by a white
woman witness of the murder. On the same evening Robinson, a Negro laborer, forty-seven years of age, was
attacked while returning from work by a gang of white "roughs" at Fifty-fifth Street and Princeton Avenue,
apparently without provocation, and stabbed to death.

Negroes were greatly incensed over these murders, but their leaders, joined by many friendly whites, tried to
allay their fears and counseled patience.

After the killing of Harris and Robinson notices were conspicuously posted on the South Side that an effort
would be made to "get all the niggers on July 4th." The notices called for help from sympathizers. Negroes in
turn whispered around the warning to prepare for a riot; and they did prepare.



Since the riot in East St. Louis, July 4, 1917, there had been others in different parts of the country which
evidenced a widespread lack of restraint in mutual antipathies and suggested further resorts to lawlessness.
Riots and race clashes occurred in Chester, Pennsylvania; Longview, Texas; Coatesville, Pennsylvania;
Washington, D.C.; and Norfolk, Virginia, before the Chicago riot.

Aside from general lawlessness and disastrous riots that preceded the riot here discussed, there were other
factors which may be mentioned briefly here. In Chicago considerable unrest had been occasioned in industry
by increasing competition between white and Negro laborers following a sudden increase in the Negro
population due to the migration of Negroes from the South. This increase developed a housing crisis. The
Negroes overran the hitherto recognized area of Negro residence, and when they took houses in adjoining
neighborhoods friction ensued. In the two years just preceding the riot, twenty-seven Negro dwellings were
wrecked by bombs thrown by unidentified persons.

2. Story of the Riot

Sunday afternoon, July 27, 1919, hundreds of white and Negro bathers crowded the lake-front beaches at
Twenty-sixth and Twenty-ninth streets. This is the eastern boundary of the thickest Negro residence area. At
Twenty-sixth Street Negroes were in great majority; at Twenty-ninth Street there were more whites. An
imaginary line in the water separating the two beaches had been generally observed by the two races. Under
the prevailing relations, aided by wild rumors and reports, this line served virtually as a challenge to either
side to cross it. Four Negroes who attempted to enter the water from the "white" side were driven away by
the whites. They returned with more Negroes, and there followed a series of attacks with stones, first one side
gaining the advantage, then the other.

Eugene Williams, a Negro boy of seventeen, entered the water from the side used by Negroes and drifted
across the line supported by a railroad tie. He was observed by the crowd on the beach and promptly became
a target for stones. He suddenly released the tie, went down and was drowned. Guilt was immediately placed
on Stauber, a young white man, by Negro witnesses who declared that he threw the fatal stone.

White and Negro men dived for the boy without result. Negroes demanded that the policeman present arrest
Stauber. He refused; and at this crucial moment arrested a Negro on a white man's complaint. Negroes then
attacked the officer. These two facts, the drowning and the refusal of the policeman to arrest Stauber,
together marked the beginning of the riot.

Two hours after the drowning, a Negro, James Crawford, fired into a group of officers summoned by the
policeman at the beach and was killed by a Negro policeman. Reports and rumors circulated rapidly, and new
crowds began to gather. Five white men were injured in clashes near the beach. As darkness came Negroes in
white districts to the west suffered severely. Between 9:00 P.M. and 3:00 A.M. twenty-seven Negroes were
beaten, seven stabbed, and four shot. Monday morning was quiet, and Negroes went to work as usual.

Returning from work in the afternoon many Negroes were attacked by white ruffians. Street-car routes,
especially at transfer points, were the centers of lawlessness. Trolleys were pulled from the wires, and Negro
passengers were dragged into the street, beaten, stabbed, and shot. The police were powerless to cope with
the numerous assaults. During Monday, four Negro men and one white assailant were killed, and thirty
Negroes were severely beaten in street-car clashes. Four white men were killed, six stabbed, five shot, and



nine severely beaten. It was rumored that the white occupants of the Angelus Building at Thirty-fifth Street
and Wabash Avenue had shot a Negro. Negroes gathered about the building. The white tenants sought police
protection, and one hundred policemen, mounted and on foot, responded. In a clash with the mob the police
killed four Negroes and injured many.

Raids into the Negro residence area then began. Automobiles sped through the streets, the occupants shooting
at random. Negroes retaliated by "sniping" from ambush. At midnight surface and elevated car service was
discontinued because of a strike for wage increases, and thousands of employees were cut off from work.

On Tuesday, July 29, Negro men en route on foot to their jobs through hostile territory were killed. White
soldiers and sailors in uniform, aided by civilians, raided the "Loop" business section, killing two Negroes
and beating and robbing several others. Negroes living among white neighbors in Englewood, far to the
south, were driven from their homes, their household goods were stolen, and their houses were burned or
wrecked. On the West Side an Italian mob, excited by a false rumor that an Italian girl had been shot by a
Negro, killed Joseph Lovings, a Negro.

Wednesday night at 10:30 Mayor Thompson yielded to pressure and asked the help of the three regiments of
militia which had been stationed in nearby armories during the most severe rioting, awaiting the call. They
immediately took up positions throughout the South Side. A rainfall Wednesday night and Thursday kept
many people in their homes, and by Friday the rioting had abated. On Saturday incendiary fires burned forty-
nine houses in the immigrant neighborhood west of the Stock Yards. Nine hundred and forty-eight people,
mostly Lithuanians, were made homeless, and the property loss was about $250,000. Responsibility for the
fires was never fixed.

The total casualties of this reign of terror were thirty-eight deaths--fifteen white, twenty-three Negro--and
537 people injured. Forty-one per cent of the reported clashes occurred in the white neighborhood near the
Stock Yards between the south branch of the Chicago River and Fifty-fifth Street, Wentworth Avenue and
the city limits, and 34 per cent in the "Black Belt" between Twenty-second and Thirty-ninth Streets,
Wentworth Avenue and Lake Michigan. Others were scattered.

Responsibility for many attacks was definitely placed by many witnesses upon the "athletic clubs," including
"Ragen's Colts," the "Hamburgers," "Aylwards," "Our Flag," the "Standard," the "Sparklers," and several
others. The mobs were made up for the most part of the boys between fifteen and twenty-two. Older persons
participated, but the youth of the rioters was conspicuous in every clash. Little children witnessed the
brutalities and frequently pointed out the injured when police arrived.

3. Rumors and the Riot

Wild rumors were in circulation by word of mouth and in the press throughout the riot and provoked many
clashes. These included stories of atrocities committed by one race against the other. Reports of the numbers
of white and Negro dead tended to produce a feeling that the score must be kept even. Newspaper reports, for
example, showed 6 per cent more whites injured than Negroes. As a matter of fact there were 28 per cent
more Negroes injured than whites. The Chicago Tribune on July 29 reported twenty persons killed, of whom
thirteen were white and seven colored. The true figures were exactly the opposite.



Among the rumors provoking fear were numerous references to the arming of Negroes. In the Daily News of
July 30, for example, appeared the sub-headline: "Alderman Jos. McDonough tells how he was shot at on
South Side visit. Says enough ammunition in section to last for years of guerilla warfare." In the article
following, the reference to ammunition was repeated but not elaborated or explained.

The alderman was quoted as saying that the mayor contemplated opening up Thirty-fifth and Forty-seventh
streets in order that colored people might get to their work. He thought this would be most unwise for, he
stated, "They are armed and white people are not. We must defend ourselves if the city authorities won't
protect us." Continuing his story, he described bombs going off: "I saw white men and women running
through the streets dragging children by the hands and carrying babies in their arms. Frightened white men
told me the police captains had just rushed through the district crying, 'For God's sake, arm; they are coming;
we cannot hold them."

Whether or not the alderman was correctly quoted, the effect of such statements on the public was the same.
There is no record in any of the riot testimony in the coroner's office or state's attorney's office of any bombs
going off during the riot, nor of police captains warning the white people to arm, nor of any fear by whites of
a Negro invasion. In the Berger Odman case before a coroner's jury there was a statement to the effect that a
sergeant of police warned the Negroes of Ogden Park to arm and to shoot at the feet of rioters if they
attempted to invade the few blocks marked off for Negroes by the police. Negroes were warned, not whites.

4. Conduct of the Police

Chief of Police John J. Garrity, in explaining the inability of the police to curb the rioters, said that there was
not a sufficient force to police one-third of the city. Aside from this, Negroes distrusted the white police
officers, and it was implied by the chief and stated by State's Attorney Hoyne, that many of the police were
"grossly unfair in making arrests." There were instances of actual police participation in the rioting as well as
neglect of duty. Of 229 persons arrested and accused of various criminal activities during the riot, 154 were
Negroes and seventy-five were whites. Of those indicted, eighty-one were Negroes and forty-seven were
whites. Although this, on its face, would indicate great riot activity on the part of Negroes, further reports of
clashes show that of 520 persons injured, 342 were Negroes and 178 were whites. The fact that twice as
many Negroes appeared as defendants and twice as many Negroes as whites were injured, leads to the
conclusion that whites were not apprehended as readily as Negroes.

Many of the depredations outside the "Black Belt" were encouraged by the absence of policemen. Out of a
force of 3,000 police, 2,800 were massed in the "Black Belt" during the height of the rioting. In the "Loop"
district, where two Negroes were killed and several others wounded, there were only three policemen and one
sergeant. The Stock Yards district, where the greatest number of injuries occurred, was also weakly
protected.

5. The Militia

Although Governor Lowden had ordered the militia into the city promptly and they were on hand on the

second day of the rioting, their services were not requested by the mayor and chief of police until the evening
of the fourth day. The reason expressed by the chief for this delay was a belief that inexperienced militiamen
would add to the deaths and disorder. But the troops, when called, proved to be clearly of high character, and



their discipline was good, not a case of breach of discipline being reported during their occupation. They
were distributed more proportionately through all the riotous areas than the police and, although they
reported some hostility from members of "athletic clubs," the rioting soon ceased.

6. Restoration of Order

Throughout the rioting various social organizations and many citizens were at work trying to hold hostilities
in check and to restore order. The Chicago Urban League, Wabash Avenue Y.M.C.A., American Red Cross,
and various other social organizations and the churches of the Negro community gave attention to caring for
stranded Negroes, advising them of dangers, keeping them off the streets and, in such ways as were possible,
co-operating with the police. The packing companies took their pay to Negro employees, and various banks
made loans. Local newspapers in their editorial columns insistently condemned the disorder and counseled
calmness.

7. The Aftermath
Of the thirty-eight persons killed in the riot:

Fifteen met death at the hands of mobs. Coroner's juries recommended that the members of the unknown
mobs be apprehended. They were never found.

Six were killed in circumstances fixing no criminal responsibility: three white men were killed by Negroes in
self-defense, and three Negroes were shot by policemen in the discharge of their duty.

Four Negroes were killed in the Angelus riot. The coroner made no recommendations, and the cases were not
carried farther.

Four cases, two Negro and two white, resulted in recommendations from coroner's juries for further
investigation of certain persons. Sufficient evidence was lacking for indictments against them.

Nine cases led to indictments. Of this number four cases resulted in convictions.
Thus in only four cases of death was criminal responsibility fixed and punishment meted out.

Indictments and convictions, divided according to the race of the persons criminally involved, were as
follows:

Negro White
Cases | Persons @ Cases | Persons
Indictments 6 17 3 4
Convictions 2 3 2 2



Despite the community's failure to deal firmly with those who disturbed its peace and contributed to the reign
of lawlessness that shamed Chicago before the world, there is evidence that the riot aroused many citizens of
both races to a quickened sense of the suffering and disgrace which had come and might again come to the
city, and developed a determination to prevent a recurrence of so disastrous an outbreak of race hatred. This
was manifest on at least three occasions in 1920 when, confronted suddenly with events out of which serious
riots might easily have grown, people of both races acted with such courage and promptness as to end the
trouble early. One of these was the murder of two innocent white men and the wounding of a Negro
policeman by a band of Negro fanatics who styled themselves "Abyssinians"; another was the killing of a
white man by a Negro whom he had attacked while returning from work; and still another was the riotous
attacks of sailors from the Great Lakes Naval Training Station on Negroes in Waukegan, Illinois.

8. Outstanding Features of the Riot

This study of the facts of the riot of 1919, the events as they happened hour by hour, the neighborhoods
involved, the movements of mobs, the part played by minors, and the handling of the emergency by the
various authorities, shows certain outstanding features which may be listed as follows:

a) The riot violence was not continuous hour by hour, but was intermittent.

b) The greatest number of injuries occurred in the district west and inclusive of Wentworth Avenue, and
south of the south branch of the Chicago River to Fifty-fifth Street, or in the Stock Yards district. The next
greatest number occurred in the so-called "Black Belt": Twenty-second to Thirty-ninth streets, inclusive, and
Clark Street to Michigan Avenue, exclusive of Michigan Avenue.

¢) Organized raids occurred only after a period of sporadic clashes and spontaneous mob outbreaks.

d) Main thoroughfares witnessed 76 per cent of the injuries on the South Side. The streets which suffered
most severely were State, Halsted, Thirty-first, Thirty-fifth, and Forty-seventh. Transfer corners were always
centers of disturbances.

e) Most of the rioting occurred after work hours among idle crowds on the streets. This was particularly true
after the street-car strike began.

/) Gangs, particularly of young whites, formed definite nuclei for crowd and mob formation. "Athletic clubs"
supplied the leaders of many gangs.

g) Crowds and mobs engaged in rioting were generally composed of a small nucleus of leaders and an
acquiescing mass of spectators. The leaders were mostly young men, usually between the ages of sixteen and
twenty-one. Dispersal was most effectively accomplished by sudden, unexpected gun fire.

h) Rumor kept the crowds in an excited, potential mob state. The press was responsible for giving wide
dissemination to much of the inflammatory matter in spoken rumors, though editorials calculated to allay
race hatred and help the forces of order were factors in the restoration of peace.



i) The police lacked sufficient forces for handling the riot; they were hampered by the Negroes' distrust of
them; routing orders and records were not handled with proper care; certain officers were undoubtedly
unsuited to police or riot duty.

) The militiamen employed in this riot were of an unusually high type. This unquestionably accounts for the
confidence placed in them by both races. Riot training, definite orders, and good staff work contributed to
their efficiency.

k) There was a lack of energetic co-operation between the police department and the state's attorney's office
in the discovery and conviction of rioters.

The riot was merely a symptom of serious and profound disorders lying beneath the surface of race relations
in Chicago. The study of the riot, therefore, as to its interlocking provocations and causes, required a study of
general race relations that made possible so serious and sudden an outbreak. Thus to understand the riot and
guard against another, the Commission probed systematically into the principal phases of race contact and
sought accurate information on matters which in the past have been influenced by dangerous speculation; and
on the basis of its discoveries certain suggestions to the community are made.



