Race Riot in Chicago, 1919

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
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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 de-
manded 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 these numerous assaults. During Mon-
day, four Negro men and one white assailant were killed, and thirty Ne-
groes 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.

[*The coroner’s jury found that Williams had drowned from fear of stone-throwing which
kept him from the shore.]
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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 house-
hold 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 centin the “’Black
Belt” between Twenty-second and Thirty-ninth streets, Wentworth Ave-
nue and Lake Michigan. Others were scattered.

Responsibility for many attacks was definitely placed by many wit-
nesses upon the [white] ““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 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 the police arrived.



