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The Generation of 1919
So far as I can learn the black people have since history began
despised the white people and have always fought them. . . .
It wouldn’t take much to start another riot, and most of the
white people of this district are resolved to make a clean-up
this time. . . . If a Negro should say one word back to me or
should say a word to a white woman in the park, there is a
crowd of young men of the district, mostly ex-service men,
who would procure arms and fight shoulder to shoulder with
me if trouble should come from the incident.
Chicago police officer Dan Callahan (1920)

If I ventured to state my opinion in regard to the matter, I
should say that these gangs have exercised considerably
greater influence in forming the character of the boys who
compose them than has the church, the school, or any other
communal agency outside of the families and the homes in
which the members of the gangs are reared.
Robert E. Park (1925)

“THE YOUNG, IDLE, VICIOUS”
The Chicago race riot of 1919 thrust the athletic clubs of Chicago’s stockyards district into a nefarious spotlight. “But for them,” the twelve-member commission assembled to study the riot concluded, “it is doubtful if
the riot would have gone beyond the first clash.” After stating that up
front, however, the Chicago Commission on Race Relations (CCRR) then
approached the riot and the overall problem of race relations in Chicago
by exhaustively examining the debilitating conditions of black life and
only superficially treating the motivations behind white aggression on
17
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the streets. While somewhat counterintuitive from a sociological perspective, since working-class whites had clearly instigated the whole affair, this approach was nonetheless understandable from a political and
rhetorical standpoint. Finally given an official platform to pronounce the
effects of institutional racism in the areas of education, work, and housing, the civic leaders on the commission, six black Chicagoans among
them, were not about to dwell on the origins of white working-class discontent around the stockyards. Implicit in The Negro in Chicago, the
product of their efforts, is the view that the amelioration of race relations hinged on uplifting the black community as a whole. The commission, therefore, was less concerned with the specific causes of the riot and
largely dispensed with such considerations, including its conclusion
about the key role of gangs, in an initial chapter that summarized the
background and major incidents of the riot. In view of this agenda, the
CCRR would have been loath to give the impression that the athletic clubs
represented the major cause of the riot. Nevertheless, in its recapitulation of the riot itself and its analysis of racial contacts in the years preceding it—those parts that dealt directly with acts of interracial violence
rather than their surrounding context—the CCRR presented a persuasive body of evidence for the central role of youth gangs in a culture of
racial violence that for decades had been shaping street-level relations
between communities of African Americans and white ethnics in the neighborhoods around the Black Belt. “There had been friction for years,”
the CCRR stated, “especially along the western boundary of the area in
which the Negroes mainly live, and attacks upon Negroes by gangs of
young toughs had been particularly frequent in the spring just preceding
the riot.”1
Such racial violence occurred most commonly along the edges of the
city’s South Side Black Belt, in neighborhoods and parks where blacks
and whites commonly encountered one another. The struggle to defend
such borderland spaces greatly intensified with the vast increase in the
black population and the virtual cessation of new housing construction
during the war. Between 1916 and 1919, a half million southern African
Americans migrated to northern industrial cities to take advantage of the
higher wages created by the wartime production boom. During these
years, the black population of Chicago doubled, causing the increasingly
overcrowded South Side Black Belt—home to nearly 80 percent of
Chicago’s existing black population—to expand to the west, east, and
south. Most of this growth, however, occurred in 1916 and 1917, before
white residents had managed to erect walls of opposition along the Black
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Belt’s eastern and western borders, forcing its subsequent growth to proceed within the confines of a narrow corridor extending southward. The
battle to hold the color line, particularly in the more respectable “native” middle-class neighborhoods like Hyde Park and Kenwood, often
involved legal means, such as newspaper publicity, rallies, boycotts, and
restrictive covenants—contractual agreements among property owners
that forbade the sale or lease of property to “colored persons.” When
such methods were not enough, bombings and physical attacks were the
next recourse. And nobody was more eager to engage in such risky forms
of guerrilla warfare than the teenagers and young men who composed
the numerous street-corner gangs and social-athletic clubs around the
stockyards district. If the more affluent lakefront home owners along the
Black Belt’s western edge preferred tactics that would allow them to keep
their hands clean, the self-styled street toughs patrolling the eastern edge
of the Black Belt looked forward to an opportunity to bloody their knuckles. Wentworth Avenue was their line in the sand. Chicagoans commonly
referred to it as the “dead line.”
Between July 1, 1917, and July 27, 1919—the first day of the riot—
gangs of whites in neighborhoods bordering the Black Belt bombed
twenty-four black homes and stoned or otherwise vandalized countless
others.2 In early June 1919, the notorious athletic club called the Ragen’s
Colts, which boasted of possessing two thousand members ready for action, went on a rampage on 54th Street between the Western Indiana and
Pennsylvania Railroad tracks, breaking the windows of black homes and
knocking out the only streetlight on the corner.3 That the athletic clubs
were seasoned practitioners of such acts quickly became apparent by the
third day of the riot, when the Colts descended on the 5000 block of
Shields Avenue, where an enclave of nine black families had resided for
years on the “wrong” side of Wentworth Avenue, hidden somewhat by
the Pennsylvania Railroad embankment. The word on the street was that
the Colts wanted to show the Shielders—another Irish gang known for
its ability to keep blacks on their side of the color line—how to “run all
the niggers out.”4 They championed this cause by shooting into the black
homes, bombarding them with rocks, and finally setting them ablaze. Not
to be outdone, the Shielders then marched down to Wentworth and Wells
Street, one block to the west, smashing windows, breaking down doors,
and ransacking the homes of blacks on 47th and 48th Streets.5
Such accounts indicate that the harassment of African Americans had
become a competitive sport among athletic clubs, and nowhere was this
sport engaged in more frequently and more enthusiastically than in the
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parks, beaches, and playgrounds around the edges of the Black Belt. In
the months prior to the riot, groups of young men carried out repeated
attacks against blacks in Washington Park. In the middle of June, the level
of violence began to escalate when a fight by the boathouse in Washington Park resulted in twenty arrests. This particular conflict arose in the
aftermath of an incident in which a black parent struck the white principal at the nearby Dewey School for failing to protect children of color
against the assaults of “white boys” who had taken to stoning them as
they left school.6 Eight days later, a squadron of two hundred police
officers responded to reports of the beating of blacks by “a small army
of white men.” In one instance, a white mob, pouring out of a nearby
tavern, killed a man in an orgy of violence, shooting, stabbing, and, in
a gesture that poignantly bespoke the male sporting culture within which
this violence erupted, whacking him on the head with billiard cues.7 The
Chicago Defender had no doubts as to the perpetrators of these acts, proclaiming on the front page of its next edition: “Ragans’ [sic] Colts Start
Riot, Gang of Hoodlums Riddle Man’s Body with Bullets.” Further
confirming the accusation, the story included an interview with a local
white man who claimed that many of the attackers had recently been to
Boys’ Court (which handled the cases of youths between the ages of seventeen and twenty-one at that time) on similar charges, but because they
were the sons and relatives of police officers at the stockyards station,
the judge merely handed down warnings. Both blacks and whites in the
district knew all too well that these repeat offenders were the young men
of the athletic clubs.8
While the tacit or more active complicity of local politicians, police
officers, judges, and even school principals in such situations indicates
the systemic nature of antiblack aggression in these neighborhoods, these
incidents also demonstrate the dynamic role played by athletic clubs and
other youth groups in structuring the everyday milieu of racial hostility.
As the attacks around the Dewey School reveal, if the athletic clubs spearheaded much of the violence that filled the streets at this time, many other
more loosely defined groups of younger boys joined them eagerly in their
cause. In fact, the connection to the coffers of a local politician, who usually provided a clubhouse and funding for various social activities, was
at times all that separated the typical athletic club from a street gang.
After years of field research on Chicago street gangs in this period, the
sociologist Frederic Thrasher concluded: “There can be little doubt that
most of the 302 so-called athletic clubs listed in this study have first developed as gangs, many of them still retaining their gang characteristics.”9
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Thrasher’s colleague John Landesco, also a sociologist, made a similar
observation in his study of organized crime in the 1920s, arguing that
the processes that brought young men into the services of politicians began “with the child at play in the street.”10 Nowhere else in the city did
such views seem more valid than in the South Side Irish neighborhood
areas of Bridgeport and New City, just east and northeast of the stockyards, where the young toughs of the athletic clubs and their legions of
wannabes filled the streets, saloons, and smoke-filled billiard halls.
When the call to arms came in the sweltering heat of July 27, the young
habitués of this milieu responded in a manner so rapid and so concerted
as to raise the question of premeditation. While the CCRR, for its part,
was largely silent about such possibilities, the author of the only existing monograph on the race riot of 1919 has argued that “these gangs,
composed of white teenagers and young men in their twenties, many of
the roughest of whom were of Irish descent . . . had been anticipating,
even eagerly awaiting, a race riot.”11 This view is based on the development of some very obvious motives for such an onslaught earlier that
spring. While keeping blacks on the other side of the color line was an
objective generally shared by white residents in borderland neighborhoods, the wild mayoral election of April 1 had added another dimension to the story. After a campaign filled with rancor and race-baiting,
the Republican and reputed anti-Catholic candidate William Hale Thompson managed to defeat his Democratic opponent by a slim margin of victory that, according to most press accounts, was made possible only by
Thompson’s overwhelming support in the black Second Ward. As the
Democratic Party rag, the Chicago Daily Journal. so bluntly put it in bold
front page headlines, “negroes elect big bill.”12
However abhorrent “Big Bill” Thompson’s anti-Catholic and problack sentiments were to the Bridgeport area Irish, his challenge to the
patronage resources of Democratic cadres throughout the city could not
be tolerated without a fight. And many of these political fixers had the
muscle and resources behind them to start one. The numerous Irish athletic clubs that possessed the status and luxury of a warm clubhouse
within which to pass the frigid winter nights did so largely at the expense
of Democratic political sponsors—aldermen, committeemen, and other
municipal officials—who expected something in return. Frank Ragen, for
example, was a Democratic Cook County commissioner, and he attached
certain strings to the rent he paid each month on the Colts’ clubhouse.
Such considerations help to explain why the Irish athletic clubs were so
ready and willing to perpetrate acts of racial aggression when the time
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came. The Colts represented perhaps the most notorious organization at
the time, and as such they drew the most press coverage, but the testimony of eyewitnesses before the coroner’s jury implicated an array of
other well-established clubs as combatants and agitators in the 1919 riot:
the Lorraine Club, the Our Flag Club, the Sparklers’ Club, and the Aylward Club. Several others—the Pine Club, the Hamburgers, the Lotus
Club, the Emeralds, the White Club, and the Mayflower—also appeared
prominently in the body of riot testimony, prompting police to shut them
down for months after the riot.13
Overall, the body of eyewitness accounts collected by the CCRR confirmed that the typical members of these organizations—Irish-Catholic,
American-born men in their late teens and early twenties—constituted
the core of the many mobs that assembled again and again to direct their
collective fury against black pedestrians and property. Reviewing such
testimony, along with arrest reports from the riot, the CCRR described
the mob profile in unequivocally age-specific terms in a passage that is
worth quoting at length for the way it reveals the clear predominance of
“boys” and young men in the gamut of terrorist actions that characterized the riot:
Witnesses before the coroner’s juries testified to the youth of the participants in mobs. Many of the active assailants of street cars were boys. In
the case of the Negro Hardy who was killed on the street car, it was said
that the murderers were not over twenty years, and many were nearer sixteen. In the raids on the Ogden Park district the participants were between
the ages of fifteen and twenty. The raid just west of Wentworth Avenue,
where a number of houses were much damaged, was perpetrated by boys
of these ages. The attacking mob on Forty-Third Street near Forrestville
Avenue, was led by boys of eighteen to twenty-one. The only two hoodlums caught participating in the outrages in the “Loop,” the downtown
business district, were seventeen and about twenty-one. Most of those arrested on suspicion in the arson cases were taken before the boys’ court.14

Ultimately, then, while the coroner’s jury registered its skepticism
about the view that “race hatred and tendency to race rioting had its birth
and was fostered in the numerous social and athletic clubs made up of
young men and scattered throughout the city,” it settled on a position
that contained similar implications. “Hoodlums,” the jury concluded,
“are the nucleus of a mob—the young, idle, vicious, and in many instances degenerate and criminal, impatient of restraint of law, gather together, and when fortified by sufficient numbers, start out on a mission
of disorder, law-breaking, destruction, and murder.”15
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It was not until thirteen days after the initial outbreak of rioting on
July 27 that the Illinois state militia finally evacuated the riot-torn streets
of Chicago. By that time, the epidemic of aggression had passed through
at least two distinct phases. The first lasted from Sunday afternoon until Wednesday evening and witnessed the most savage acts of mob brutality. During these days, mobs of whites chased down African Americans to indiscriminately beat and stone them in front of the transfixed
gaze of large crowds of onlookers. On the first two days alone, clashes
between blacks and whites caused twenty-nine deaths and 368 injuries.
Such frenzied activity strongly suggests that the final tolls of deaths, casualties, and property damage would likely have been much higher had
a spell of rain and lower temperatures on Wednesday night and Thursday not cooled down the heated battles raging in the streets. From then
on, white-on-black violence was much more sporadic and coordinated,
with the athletic clubs and their coteries of hangers-on quite visibly engineering most of the raids into black neighborhoods. The agents behind
this second phase of rioting fell into the two categories laid out by Charles
Tilly to describe the kinds of actors that often make the deployment of
collective violence possible: “political entrepreneurs”—that is to say,
those who “promote violence . . . by activating boundaries, stories, and
relations that have already accumulated histories of violence”—and “violent specialists . . . who control means of inflicting damage on persons
and objects.”16 Regardless of the veracity of rumors that whites with
blacked-up faces had set fire to a Lithuanian tenement building in an attempt to ignite racial hatred among immigrants who had apparently
remained mostly on the sidelines of the conflict, it was clear that the hitand-run raids in the final days of the riot served somewhat rational ends—
whether the preservation of the neighborhood from black invasion or
the growth of anti-Republican opposition.17
Yet youth gangs and athletic clubs also became “violent specialists”
in the 1910s for a range of reasons that had little to do with ward politics, and their investment in the race riot went far beyond their instrumental actions in the riot’s final days. In fact, if youth groups seemed to
be acting on command by the end of the riot, they also played a leading
role in the far more emotional and chaotic first stage of rioting, before
anyone had much of a chance to take stock of the possibilities the situation presented. The intensity of the bloodshed that characterized these
first four days of the riot cannot be satisfactorily explained away by deferring to theories of mob behavior or to accounts casting the perpetrators of this terror as paramilitary mercenaries manipulated by political

Copyrighted Material

1.Diamond, Mean Streets

12/13/08

10:39 AM

Page 24

24 THE GENERATION OF 1919

Figure 1. A mob of white youths chases down an African American man during the 1919
race riot. Photo by Jun Fujita, courtesy of the Chicago History Museum, ICHi-31915.

bosses. What is missing from such accounts is revealed, if only impressionistically, by some of the few riot commission photographs documenting the more spontaneous, impassioned forms of racial brutality witnessed in the first few days of rioting. In particular, a series of horrifying
action shots capturing a group of youths frantically hunting down and
stoning to death at point-blank range a helpless black man points to how
much is still not understood about what was occurring on the South Side
of Chicago in the summer of 1919.
Historians attempting to decipher the various meanings of such fervent demonstrations of white racial hatred have largely taken approaches
that prevented them from adequately contextualizing or conceptualizing
the structures of feeling behind these acts. The first line of scholars trying to make sense of the riot located the sources of white racism that ultimately produced it in struggles over municipal politics, labor organizing, and neighborhood boundaries, all of which developed very quickly
out of the massive movement of blacks into the city during the war.18 If
these studies have served to dispel the idea that the events of the summer of 1919 were ineluctable by illuminating how Democratic politicians,
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Figure 2. Two members of the mob stoning the man to death. Photo by Jun Fujita, courtesy
of the Chicago History Museum, ICHi-22430.

antiunion employers, and home-owners’ associations fomented racial animosities to advance their own interests, they have left largely unexplored
how such animosities could metastasize into a generalized sense of “race
war”—an idea that was gaining increasing currency on both sides of the
color line in the years leading up the riot. Indeed, generally when historians of this period have dealt with the idea of race war at all, they have
done so mostly by examining the ways in which such notions emerged
within black communities—in the militant New Negro sensibilities developing among the growing numbers of returning war veterans and
young, unmarried male migrants who filled black ghetto neighborhoods
across the urban North around 1919.19 The fact that somewhat similar
processes also occurred on the other side of Chicago’s color line, within
a semiautonomous subculture largely composed of Irish American young
men living around the stockyards, has been implicitly acknowledged but
hardly taken seriously. Accounting for the eagerness of the Colts to engage
in the riots, for example, Landesco argued, “Patriotism for the United
States [was] a potent sentiment among the Ragens,” explaining further
that such feelings stemmed from some five hundred of the gang’s members having served in the armed forces during the war.20
More recently, historians interested in understanding the structure,
power, and meaning of whiteness for a range of different ethnic groups
have zeroed in on the 1919 race riot as a test case for their interpretations, the assumption being that a group’s degree of faith in its white-
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ness must have some correspondence to its propensity to riot against
blacks. Agreeing, as virtually all observers of the riot have, that the predominantly Irish athletic clubs around the stockyards engaged in a disproportionate share of the rioting, historians pursuing this line of analysis have taken the relative abstention of southern and eastern European
groups—Italians, Poles, Lithuanians, Slavs, and Jews—as evidence of their
perceptions regarding their own whiteness.21 In addition to reducing
agency to a mere reflex of racial self-awareness, such perspectives are
again based on the rather dubious assumption that the activity of gratuitously attacking an unknown person, and thereby risking serious injury or legal repercussions, was something from which it was difficult to
abstain. Based on such reasoning, it is logical to conclude that the mostly
second- and third-generation Irish youths who were so active in the riot
were desperately seeking to reinforce their sense of whiteness—an idea
that squarely contradicts recent studies demonstrating that recent European immigrant groups surrounding the Irish in this moment viewed them
as “Americanizers” and referred to them as “whites” or “Americans” in
contradistinction to themselves.22 In fact, beyond their eager participation in a culture of racial violence at the boundaries of their neighborhoods, there is little evidence to suggest that the American-born sons of
Irish packinghouse workers doubted their whiteness any more than they
did their Americanness or their Irishness. Yet if their whiteness per se was
not at stake, those who took to the streets around the stockyards and
elsewhere in the city were nonetheless articulating a response to profound
insecurities that, as the events of the summer of 1919 so strikingly bore
out, translated into racial feelings. That most of those who rioted were
young, male, and Irish is critical to any understanding of how a race war
materialized out of these insecurities. If the 1919 race riot can be said to
have had a ground zero, it was, as the CCRR’s map of deaths and injuries accompanying its report so clearly reveals, in the space between
the eastern fringe of the Irish neighborhoods of Hamburg and Canaryville
and the western edge of the Black Belt. It is here that any attempt to understand the origins and meaning of the riot should begin.
* * *
Walking amid the rowdy throngs of young men in the neighborhoods of
Canaryville and Hamburg during the warm spring months leading up to
the riot, few streetwise Chicagoans would have been too surprised at the
prospect that the eastern boundaries of these areas would soon become
racial battlefields. The normalcy of such an idea was due in part to the
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established tradition of aggression against African Americans that youth
gangs from this district had followed since at least the 1890s. However,
the Irish athletic clubs here did not earn their nasty reputation for attacks on blacks alone; Jews, Poles, and Italians were also targets. Decades
before the World War I migration of southern African Americans, a massive immigration wave from southern and eastern Europe had transformed the social geography of the stockyards area—commonly referred
to as the “Back of the Yards”—and much of the city. From the 1890s to
the 1910s, Italians, Poles, Russian Jews, Slovaks, Lithuanians, Croatians,
Greeks, and others flooded into Chicago’s rapidly expanding industrial
labor market. Between 1900 and 1910, the foreign-born population of
Chicago increased more than 33 percent to a total of 783,340. By 1920,
nearly 30 percent of the city’s residents (808,560) were foreign-born,
while only about 25 percent (642,871) fell into the census category of
“native white of native parentage.”23 The largest group of all, with well
over a million, was the second-generation children of immigrants. In
Bridgeport, where first- and second-generation Irish and Germans had
shared a quasi-urban area amid cabbage patches, marshes, and the foulsmelling Bubbly Creek from the 1870s through the 1890s, the effects of
this immigration were dramatic. Large numbers of Poles, Lithuanians,
Slovaks, and Croats poured into the district after the turn of the century,
and the older Irish and German families moved southward to the more enviable environs of Englewood. The Poles quickly became the largest group
in the Back of the Yards area, a position symbolized by the new church
steeples that sprang skyward out of their congested neighborhoods. By
1920, Poles dominated the area to the west of the stockyards known as
Packingtown, making up two-thirds of the foreign-born population in
the two census tracts adjacent to the stockyards.24 These newcomers—
the so-called new immigrants from southern and eastern Europe—were
hardly welcomed by the largely native-born Irish and Germans who composed the “butcher aristocracy” of the packinghouses and were the longtime residents of Bridgeport and the Back of the Yards. Ethnic fault lines
opened up on the killing floors as well as within the packinghouse workers’ unions, where divisions of skill and ethnicity weakened workers’ efforts to gain a greater degree of control over their work routines and their
lives. Outside the packinghouses and stockyards, young men played out
these antagonisms in the streets. As longtime Chicago journalist Mike
Royko once described it: “Go that way, past the viaduct, and wops will
jump you, or chase you into Jew town. Go the other way, beyond the
park, and the Polacks would stomp on you. Cross those streetcar tracks,
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and the Micks will shower you with Irish confetti from the brickyards.
And who can tell what the niggers might do?”25
By the summer of 1919 the question of “what the niggers might do”
had become the source of heated conversation in the stockyards area,
overshadowing lingering tensions with the “Wops,” Jews, and “Polacks.”
Within the milieu of the Irish social and athletic clubs of Canaryville and
Hamburg, moreover, such expressions were coming to seem more and
more like preludes for a race war. The reasons for this went far beyond
the new influence wielded by blacks in city politics. Historian William
Tuttle’s meticulous analysis of the Chicago race riot of 1919 suggests that
the rising level of antiblack violence by Irish athletic clubs also corresponded to the increasing will of African American youths to fight back—
and, in particular, to fight back against the Irish. As one former resident
recalled, black youths hurled rocks and yelled back “Mick” when faced
with shouts of “Nigger!” The Chicago Defender, whose circulation was
exploding with the new sensibilities of race consciousness and militancy
associated with the New Negro rhetoric of Marcus Garvey, Cyril Briggs,
and W. E. B. DuBois, went out of its way to point out the Irish identity
of racist police officers.26
Such conditions help explain why, as African Americans poured into
the South Side Black Belt and into the stockyards workforce, what might
be considered the city’s first “super gang” developed out of two coalitions of Irish youth groups that had been fighting it out around these
neighborhoods since the first years of the twentieth century. The Dukies
and the Shielders, along with the Ragen’s Colts and some of the other
larger athletic clubs, had for years been engaging in street brawls with
one another while uniting on occasion to confront threats posed by outsiders, especially blacks. The Dukies and the Shielders, in particular,
claimed affiliates from a long stretch of city blocks, from well north of
Hamburg around 22nd Street all the way down to 59th Street—far past
the southern boundary of Canaryville. By 1919 the occasions that united
these gangs were becoming more and more frequent, and residents in the
area began referring to them as a kind of unified entity known as “the
Mickies.”27 In the months preceding the riot, the antiblack intimidation
carried out by this group was so persistent and the sense of Irish pride
motivating it so marked that, as the historian James Grossman has noted,
“many blacks mistakenly assumed that all the white gangs were Irish.”28
Although the territory encompassed by the Mickies overlapped with turf
that the Ragen’s Colts claimed to control, the extent to which the Colts
made common cause with the Mickies before the riot is hard to know.
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The Colts, it should be remembered, had designs on “running” an enormous area of the city that included the southern part of Canaryville but
which also stretched far eastward to the area around Washington Park—
a territory split in two by the narrow strip of Black Belt between Wentworth and State that extended, daggerlike, from 43rd to 55th Street. As
several black witnesses claimed to have heard a Colt tell a black man on
the first night of the riot, “Remember, it’s the Ragen Colts you’re dealing with. We have two thousand members between Halsted and Cottage
Grove and 43rd and 63d streets. We intend to run this district. Look out.”29
The grand ambitions of the Colts aside, that a sense of common purpose and shared community came to develop among the thousands of
youths somehow affiliated with “the Mickies” was hardly self-evident.
Canaryville and Hamburg were, in fact, separate neighborhoods with
somewhat distinct and at times even rival identities. While each was home
to families of longtime packinghouse workers and industrial laborers,
Hamburg, which extended from 31st to 39th Street between Halsted Avenue and the Penn Central Railroad tracks, had a leg up over its southern rival, which, with its western edge along Halsted between 39th and
49th Street, offered precious little separation from the smoke and odor
of the stockyards. Canaryville was, moreover, too close to the increasingly overcrowded Packingtown sector to the west of the stockyards,
with its decrepit two-story, wood-frame tenements packed with the Polish and Lithuanian immigrants whom Irish Bridgeport’s experienced meat
cutters and butcher workmen commonly accused of undercutting their
wages. Such conditions had produced a street subculture that took teenagers and turned them into career criminals—the “Canaryville School
of Gunmen,” as it was sometimes called.30
While Hamburg was nothing if not hard-boiled and working-class, it
was more akin to the Bridgeport that produced three mayors and numerous other political, civic, and business leaders out of the generation
of 1919. One of these was Hamburg’s own favorite son, the future “Boss”
of Chicago, Richard J. Daley, who used the strict guidance provided by
the Our Lady of Nativity Parish School and then the commercial orientation of nearby De La Salle High School to help him ascend the ranks
of the city’s political machine to the mayor’s office.31 Yet when not in the
classroom or at his summer job in the stockyards, the young Richard Daley passed his time in another world—as a member of the Hamburg Athletic Club, an organization which, as Mike Royko opined, “never had
the Colts’ reputation for criminality, but [was] handy with a brick.”32
Members of the Colts generally had less to lose, a situation that trans-
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lated on the streets into an increased willingness to take great risks for
the sake of gaining or maintaining a reputation. Yet as Daley’s story reveals, both the Hamburgers and the Colts served more utilitarian roles.
These organizations developed, in some sense, as the muscle for neighborhood bosses and as such represented quasi-legitimate opportunity
structures. In 1914, for example, the president of the Hamburg Club,
Tommy Doyle, used the club’s leverage to unseat an alderman who had
held the position for over twenty years. Four years later, Doyle won a
seat on the state legislature, and another Hamburg president, Joe McDonough, took over as alderman. For his part, Daley became the club’s
president in 1924 and held the post for fifteen years while climbing the
ranks of the Democratic Party machine.
Canaryville, on the other hand, was much less capable of producing
this kind of political clout and cultural capital, even if the Colts still managed to grab their share of patronage. What Canaryville lacked in political resources, however, it made up for with criminal ones. Questioned
by the CCRR about this particular neighborhood in the riot aftermath,
the state’s attorney of Cook County claimed that “more bank robbers,
payroll bandits, automobile bandits, highwaymen, and strong-arm crooks
come from this particular district than from any other that has come to
his notice during his seven years as chief prosecuting official.”33 Canaryville was the breeding ground for some of the city’s most notorious
beer-running gangsters—people like “Moss” Enright, “Sonny” Dunn, Eugene Geary, and the Gentleman brothers—who drew much of their manpower from the pool of ready labor provided by the athletic clubs. The
Chicago Crime Commission well understood this vital link between the
crime syndicates and the gangs of Canaryville, reporting in 1920: “It is
in this district that ‘athletic clubs’ and other organizations of young toughs
and gangsters flourish, and where disreputable poolrooms, hoodluminfested saloons and other criminal hang-outs are plentiful.”34
Criminal enterprises and machine politics thus yielded some very significant returns for young men in Canaryville and Hamburg, but there was
not nearly enough to keep everyone happy, and most of the generation
coming of age in these neighborhoods in 1919 were more proletarian
than slick. Those who ran with the athletic clubs and other aspiring street
gangs of both of these neighborhoods were predominantly the sons of
packinghouse workers and factory laborers, and the world they made
on the streets was intimately linked to the affairs of the enormous meatprocessing machine next door. Examining this world in the 1920s, Landesco concluded that “the sons of Irish laborers in the packing houses
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and stockyards” joined gangs like the Ragen’s Colts because “Americanization made them averse to the plodding, seasonal, heavy and odoriferous labor of their parents, beset with the competition of wave upon
wave of immigrants who poured into the area and bid for the jobs at
lesser wages.”35 In reality, it was perhaps as much Taylorism as Americanism that made the Irish youths of these neighborhoods unwilling to
cast their lots in the stockyards and killing floors. As James Barrett has
compellingly shown, the advent of mass production methods in the meatpacking industry of the early twentieth century transformed both the experience of packinghouse work and the workforce that engaged in it. As
packers sought to keep up with increasing demand, they quickened the
pace of work, maintained closer supervision, and introduced division of
labor and continuous-flow production methods.36 Upton Sinclair described a packinghouse floor just after the turn of the century this way:
“Looking down this room, one saw . . . a line of dangling hogs a hundred yards in length; and for every yard there was a man, working as if
a demon were after him.37 Such was the nature of the work available to
unskilled youths seeking their first jobs in the 1910s, and by no means
were these circumstances confined to the meatpacking industry. Moreover, by this time a job handling hogs in a room like the one Sinclair depicted would have meant working side-by-side with Poles, Lithuanians,
or members of a host of other new immigrant groups whose status in urban society was clearly inferior to that of the Irish.
What all this suggests is that the Irish youths coming of age around
the stockyards district in the first few decades of the twentieth century
occupied a niche that resisted incorporation into the Fordist order then
being swiftly established. Their unwillingness to fill the degraded jobs
now available in the increasingly rationalized mass production workplaces of the city ultimately stemmed from their understanding that other
options were open to them. This was a large part of the “Americanization” that sociologists like Landesco noted in them, and it was something that sharply distinguished them from their immigrant neighbors
and potential co-workers, who had little choice in the matter of their employment in tedious, dangerous, low-wage labor.
Yet for many working-class Irish youths, this perception of choice was
something of an illusion. In fact, the Irish youths of the generation of
1919 were not so far removed from the American Protective Association’s “No Irish Need Apply” campaign of the first decade of the twentieth century; they were now facing four more years under a mayor considered by many to be anti-Catholic, and the Ragen’s Colts would soon
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be turning their attention to another enemy—the Ku Klux Klan, which
by the end of 1921 had capitalized on a mounting wave of anti-Catholic,
nativist sentiment to launch an aggressive recruiting campaign in Chicago
and other northern industrial cities. Institutions like Daley’s alma mater
De La Salle High School were beginning to show the Irish sons of packinghouse workers the way to the white-collar world, but those enrolled
in such schools were still a rather select group. If Irish Bridgeport was
then in the process of producing an illustrious cohort of political and business leaders, few growing up in Canaryville and Hamburg were aware
of it; a local beat cop’s description of the neighborhood as “one tough
hole” was closer to the truth.38 The Colts, for example, knew intimately
the nativist-tinged sense of outrage that middle-class reform organizations cast their way.
All these conditions shaped the subculture of social and athletic clubs
that existed in these neighborhoods in the late 1910s and early 1920s.
For one thing, the forms of discrimination the Irish faced, as well as the
sense of being pushed out of their neighborhoods and workplaces by social inferiors, meant that despite neighborhood and club rivalries, broader
solidarities came to be forged out of sentiments of both Irishness and
Americanness. The intense feelings of “patriotism for the United States”
Landesco remarked upon were evidence of a strategy of empowerment
deployed in the face of such conditions and that he felt obliged to specify the nature of their patriotism—this was, after all, a critical moment
for Irish nationalist thought—indicated that such feelings mingled with
sentiments of ethnic pride. Yet beyond such processes of group identification, the forms and rituals structuring this world reflected two other
interrelated facets of the everyday struggle for empowerment Irish American youths waged in these years. The first was the attempt to develop
structures of opportunity, whether through criminal or political means
(which were at times hard to tell apart). The second was the effort to create a system of individual valorization that would order these structures
of opportunity and provide symbolic forms of compensation when they
failed to provide material ones.
The culture of physical combat that defined the athletic club milieu of
Hamburg and Canaryville in the first two decades of the twentieth century grew largely out of this latter strategy of empowerment. As in nearly
all male-dominated fighting gang cultures that have been studied by historians and sociologists before and after this particular conjuncture,
claims to powerful manhood and the sense of honor or status it bestowed
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constituted the stakes of the street brawls in this area. “[A group’s] status as a gang among gangs, as well as in the neighborhood and the community,” Frederic Thrasher observed after surveying more than 1,300
Chicago gangs, “must . . . be maintained, usually through its prowess in
a fight.”39 No other neighborhood area personified this idea more than
the blocks of Hamburg and Canaryville, where demonstrations of
“prowess in a fight” had been integral to the street culture since at least
the 1880s. According to one resident, youths from these communities
“thirsted for a fight,” and Saturday night turf battles between “Canaryvillains” and “Hamburg lads” often produced “broken noses and
black eyes that were . . . too numerous to count.”40 Such accounts, in
spite of their residues of nostalgia, warn against dismissing the street violence rampant among youths in neighborhoods around the stockyards
as frivolous. In a period when handguns were rarely used in such street
fights, the not infrequent fatalities that occurred came the hard way—
from skull fractures and stab wounds. That gangs arriving at designated
fights expected to see their enemies holding clubs, bats, blackjacks, and
knives that they were not afraid to use suggests that the drive for manly
prowess was anything but trivial—rather, it was something worth risking one’s life for.
All this suggests that the underlying conditions for the murderous violence unleashed in the 1919 race riot developed several years before the
mass migration of blacks between 1916 and 1919. Before race became
the problem it did for white young men around the stockyards, the intertwined predicaments of class and masculinity were what pushed IrishCatholic young men into deadly confrontations—often with each other—
in these neighborhoods. Why race would become the prevailing reason
for the troubles these youths faced in the summer of 1919 seems all too
easily explained by the changes wrought by the massive racial migration
and the accompanying struggle over political resources between blacks
and whites on the South Side. Yet there was more than this to the outbreak of race war on the South Side of Chicago. Often overlooked as a
dimension of the intense racial violence greeting blacks when they arrived up North during World War I is the problem of masculinity for
segments of the white working-class in this era. Hence, before white
working-class youths became fixated on “what the niggers might do,”
they were preoccupied with the problem of manliness in their daily lives.
This was not just reflected by the culture of physical combat they created on the streets; the quest for manly honor was, on one level or an-
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other, at the moral center of the movies they saw, the books and magazines they read, and the sporting culture they were part of—both as spectators and participants.
By the late 1910s and early 1920s, silent movies, in particular, had
become a near-obsession with working-class youths. Of the more than
one hundred Chicago youths Thrasher interviewed about their leisure pursuits, all claimed to attend three movies a week and some 30 percent went
every day. As for their preferred genre, pictures of the “wild west” type
topped the list of nearly half of the youths, with the next most popular
category being other kinds of thrillers and action films involving “fighting, shooting, adventure, racing, war, or some kind of ‘rough stuff.’”
Some three-quarters of the youths surveyed, in other words, preferred
to see films that were, on a very fundamental level, predicated on depicting fantasies of manly bravado. This penchant for the manly action
film genre was further reflected in the results of a film star survey distributed among teens in several Chicago public schools around this time.
The overwhelming choice for favorite actor, with nearly three times as
many votes as the runner-up, was the cowboy film icon Tom Mix. Behind Mix was the other prominent cowboy film hero of the day, William S.
Hart.41
Hart and Mix emerged as exemplars of manliness at a time when the
modes of hegemonic masculinity prevailing in the urban United States
were undergoing a dramatic process of transformation. Between the
1890s and the 1910s, urbanization; bureaucratization; the waning of
small-scale, competitive capitalism; the growing importance of consumer
culture; and the increasingly assertive presence of women in the spheres
of work, politics, and leisure posed serious challenges to the Victorian
ideal of manly self-restraint.42 In this context, the frontier life depicted
by silent westerns offered an antidote to the stultifying, emasculating conditions of modern urban life. By the early 1920s, Hart much more than
Mix was the pioneering star of a genre that depicted the two dominant
notions of masculinity then in circulation—one oriented around more
traditional Victorian ideals of self-restraint and respectability and the
other based on emerging notions of physical strength and aggressiveness. While the perceived dangers posed by this latter form called for corrective doses of Christian morality and the social gospel to appease censors and attract a broad middle-class audience, with titles like His Hour
of Manhood (1914), The Roughneck (1915), and Breed of Men (1919),
these films left little doubt as to the brand of manly fantasies they were
designed to transmit.43
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That such fantasies were apparently in great demand among workingclass Chicago youths during the 1910s and 1920s is a matter that has
generally eluded the attention of historians. Those who have investigated
the shifting modalities of manhood between the 1890s and 1920s have
done so almost exclusively from the vantage point of white, urban middleclass men—those seemingly most susceptible to the appeal of new ideals
of physical male potency. Behind such thinking is the implicit assumption that working-class men in this same period engaged in the kinds of
activities that middle-class men lacked—namely, employment in manual
labor and participation in sporting leisure forms—and therefore did not
face the same kinds of challenges to their sense of manhood. Historians
of gender relations have thus characterized the turn-of-the-century cult
of the “strenuous life,” “masculinity crisis,” or “unusual obsession with
manhood”—as they have variously termed it—as a largely middle-class
phenomenon. Working-class masculinity, by contrast, has largely appeared in the historiography as unproblematic and the working class itself as the natural repository of male virility.44
The apparent investment of working-class Chicago youths in the visions of manhood offered by B-Westerns in this period warns against such
reductive accounts. Not unlike their middle-class peers, working-class
youths in Chicago looked to such forms during the 1910s and 1920s as
they attempted to act like men. And, as they did for middle-class men,
the cultural resources available to working-class men as they engaged in
this process drew heavily upon racial narratives and languages. Race was
more than just a subtext, for example, in the stories silent westerns told
about masculinity. Indeed, Indians, Mexicans, and swarthy-complexioned
bandits were the stock characters of silent B-Westerns that racialized the
filmic frontier and the narratives that unraveled within it in the 1910s
and 1920s. While some film scholars have described a kind of soft, “noble savage” moment of Indian and Mexican representation in the early
years of the silent western, movies like Captured by Mexicans (1914), Birth
of a Nation (1915), and The Aryan (1916) heralded a new trend of hard
racial stereotyping in B-Westerns.45 In The Aryan, starring William S.
Hart, the protagonist and eventual hero starts out as the leader of a town
called Devil’s Hole, which is inhabited by “fierce men, outlaws, murderers
and thieves, most of them half-breeds or Mexicans.” The conversion of
Hart’s character from bad man to hero comes when he prevents the
town’s “half-breed greasers and Indian cut-throats” from raping a white
woman.46 Opening just months after D. W. Griffith’s Civil War epic, Birth
of a Nation, The Aryan evidenced the western’s incorporation of the
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theme that had made Birth of a Nation into a national blockbuster: the
demonstration of heroic white manhood in vanquishing nonwhite predators bent on violating white women. If at times the rape nightmare scenario fell out of the picture, the forces arrayed against the white hero in
countless B-westerns, whether about the Alamo, the Mexican-American
War, or a simple family trying to survive on the frontier, were commonly
nonwhite. By the mid-1910s such race war narratives had entered the
popular American imaginary, and they had done so hand-in-hand with
the new modalities of strenuous masculinity.
Nor was such ideological groundwork limited to B-westerns. Similar ideas were to be found in even more explicit forms in some of the
most popular literature of the moment. Tarzan of the Apes, which ran
serially in at least eight major metropolitan newspapers in 1914 and
which appears at the top of Thrasher’s list of “the books most frequently
mentioned by gang boys in institutions,” turned on analogous narrative
devices.47 Tarzan, whose awesome manly power results from the combination of his Anglo-Saxon blood with his primal upbringing among a
family of apes in the jungle, commonly refers to himself as “the killer
of beasts and many black men,” some of whom meet their end while
attempting to carry attractive white women off into the jungle.48
Tarzan’s racial components were not incidental to its popular appeal.
It was no matter of coincidence that the same year that Tarzan of the
Apes was running in newspapers across the country, these same papers
were detailing the scandalous misdeeds of the first black heavyweight
boxing champion, Jack Johnson, and the nationwide search for the
“Great White Hope” that could restore the supremacy of the white race
by defeating him in the ring. Denied a shot at the title by longtime champion Jim Jeffries, who refused to fight against a black man until his retirement, Johnson pummeled Tommy Burns for the heavyweight crown
in 1908. Johnson’s victory sparked keen interest—and, in some cases,
near hysteria—by white working-class and middle-class men.49 Social
Darwinism had already taken hold among proponents of laissez-faire
individualism, and its ideas of “natural selection,” “survival of the fittest,”
and “the struggle for existence” were beginning to filter into debates about
the nation’s role in international affairs and about the problems its exploding population of immigrants posed to its future. In this context, heavyweight prizefighting emerged as the center stage and laboratory where
biological fitness was put to the test in the most graphic and seemingly indisputable of ways. Boxing spectators always identified fighters—
whether Irish, English, Polish, Jewish, Italian, black, or other—by the racial
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and ethnic groups they hailed from. In short, boxing was where the intellectual currents of social Darwinism and popular common sense met.
A black heavyweight champion was thus a serious concern; one who
made of show of pounding white challengers senseless was a national
emergency. Making matters worse was the fact that this particular black
champion made no secret of his relations with white women, including
the high-priced prostitutes at Chicago’s famed Everleigh Club, at a time
when antimiscegenation laws forbade interracial marriages in most
states. The New York Times captured the state of anxiety surrounding
Jack Johnson’s reign when, prior to his bout against former champion
Jim Jeffries, it editorialized: “Even those who have an absurdly exaggerated horror of prizefighting as a ‘brutal’ sport should gently warm in
their sensitive minds a little hope that the white man may not lose, while
the rest of us will wait in open anxiety the news that he has licked the—
well, since it must be in print, let us say the negro, even though it is not
the first word that comes to the tongue’s tip.”50
After Jeffries became the next Great White Hope to be trounced by
Johnson, angry mobs of whites took to the streets and attacked African
Americans in a number of major cities. In Chicago, where Johnson opened
a racially mixed nightclub called the Café de Champion at 41 West 31st
Street, thousands of whites gathered at the corner of Clark Street and
Montrose Boulevard on the North Side and used a black dummy to hang
Johnson in effigy. A sign pinned to the dummy’s chest read: “this is
what we will do to jack johnson.”51 Shortly after, city authorities shut down the Café de Champion by first ordering Johnson to stop
all music and entertainment and then by refusing to renew the club’s
liquor license. In the end, however, it took federal authorities to contain
the threat that Jack Johnson posed to the racial order. Charged under
the Mann Act for transporting a prostitute—his former lover Belle
Schreiber of the Everleigh Club—across state lines, Johnson was convicted in federal court and sentenced to one year in prison.52 He fled to
Paris and did not return until 1920, in the meantime losing the heavyweight championship to white challenger Jess Willard in Havana in 1915.
The rise and fall of Jack Johnson was truly a mass phenomenon; as
Al-Tony Gilmore has claimed, it “sparked the first nationwide conflict
between blacks and whites.”53 However, in view of Johnson’s ties to
Chicago as well as the tumultuous racial politics then gripping the city,
the search for the Great White Hope was bound to have special significance for young working-class Chicagoans—particularly those in neighborhoods like Canaryville and Hamburg, which lay just across the color
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line from Johnson’s Café de Champion. These youths were fully aware,
for example, that shortly after Johnson’s defeat in Cuba in 1915, their nemesis Big Bill Thompson had brought the house down in Bronzeville’s Pekin
Theater when he praised Johnson as a great fighter and “a good man”
in his final campaign speech.54 To be sure, working-class young men in
these neighborhoods poured over the details of the Jack Johnson story
in the sports pages of the city’s dailies, as well as in a number of popular boxing magazines, such as the popular National Police Gazette, which
they passed among themselves on street corners and in clubhouses, bars,
and poolrooms. Indicative of the tone of the coverage they read was the
journalist Herbert Swope’s epic description of the Johnson-Willard fight
in the Chicago Tribune: “Never in the history of the ring was there such
a wild, hysterical, shrieking, enthusiastic crowd [as] the 20,000 men and
women who begged Willard to wipe out the stigma that they and hundreds of thousands of others, especially in the south, believe rested on
the white race through the negro holding the championship.”55
In fact, the interest of these youths in heavyweight boxing was not
particular to the Johnson affair. People referred to the athletic clubs of
working-class Chicago as such because of their intense engagement in a
sporting culture organized around their participation in and spectatorship of sports like football, baseball, and boxing. Of all these activities,
boxing, because of the raw physicality of its style of competition and the
minimal resources required to conduct a match, was most central to this
sporting culture. “Boxing,” Thrasher wrote, “represent[ed] the nearest
approach to fighting that has social sanction and which can be carried
on in a very limited space within the gang’s own hang-out. . . . Almost
every gang has its pugs, and a flattened nose, a cauliflower ear, or an otherwise battered ‘phizz’ . . . are marks of distinction.”56 Indeed, prizefighting became a key element of the expanding “popular culture of bachelorhood” in the early twentieth century, when the sensationalist rag the
National Police Gazette declared itself the “Greatest Sporting Weekly in
the World” and began devoting most of its pages to a range of sports,
boxing the most prominent among them.57
In neighborhoods like Canaryville and Hamburg, the sport held special meaning for working-class youths, who actually knew the sting of
punches thrown in pugilist contests. Here athletic clubs boasted of the
famed prizefighters among their members. According to one settlement
worker in the stockyards district, for example, the Ragen’s Colts made
it well known that they could count on the skills of a locally renowned
prizefighter nicknamed “Diamond Dick.”58 “Boxers and wrestlers,”
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William Tuttle claims, “represented the Colts in citywide competition,
and the cups and trophies which lined the shelves of the clubhouse testified
to their success.”59 However, young men in such clubs also boxed more
informally and more commonly in the context of activities sponsored by
neighborhood institutions. Reformers in the settlement house movement,
which sought to bring youths off street corners and under the watchful
supervision of social workers in the 1910s and 1920s, well understood
the need to offer boxing as a primary activity.60
Despite such efforts, organized boxing could not adequately provide
many of the elements that street fighting readily supplied: the esprit de
corps that came from fighting together as a unit, the adrenaline rush of
real danger, and, perhaps most important, the sense of group identification and pride that came from successfully combating neighboring
groups. While this last aspect was at times present in neighborhoods in
which two or more white ethnic groups struggled for settlement house
resources, most settlement workers observed the color line in the activities they organized and attempted to mollify, rather than incite, interethnic divisions. Out on the streets, however, the will among workingclass youths to play out such divisions in theaters of street combat was
irrepressible in the 1910s and 1920s, and as the Jack Johnson phenomenon suggests, this will was both a cause and an effect of the normalization of the idea of race war. It would nonetheless be erroneous to attribute such tendencies to the rise of Jack Johnson. If Johnson helped
transform the idea of race war, at least momentarily, into a binary notion, the presence of race war discourse in American urban culture predated Johnson’s defeat of Burns. As Michel Foucault has argued in the
case of Europe, a new form of “biological racism,” characterized by “the
postevolutionist theme of the struggle for existence,” had established itself by the end of the nineteenth century.61 In the United States, such trends
appeared most strikingly in public declarations justifying a range of imperial interventions around the turn of the century, including the SpanishAmerican War, the annexation of the Hawaiian and Philippine Islands,
and participation in the suppression of the Chinese Boxer Rebellion, and
then reappeared in debates surrounding citizenship and immigration in
the mid-1910s and early 1920s.62 Yet in working-class quarters, the power
and meaning of social Darwinism—and ultimately of the idea of race
war—came less from such discourses than from popular cultural forms
like prizefighting and the local subcultures that formed in their image.
Structured to a great extent by the activities of street fighting, boxing,
and other competitive sports, the Irish athletic club subculture in the
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stockyards area was permeated with such ideas in the years leading up
to the 1919 race riot, and in this it was no exception. As Stephen Riess
has argued, “Jewish, Italian, and Polish youth highly esteemed the ability to fight: it was a sign of manliness and was a useful skill because of
the frequency of interethnic gang fights at public parks and playgrounds
and other border areas separating rival groups.”63 The membership of
some of these gangs, like the Miller brothers’ gang in the Jewish Douglas Park area, consisted of a significant number of amateur boxers. On
one occasion that lived on in the lore of this neighborhood for years, the
boxers in this gang led a marauding group of youths, shouting “Wallop
the Polack!” into the nearby Polish district to seek revenge on a group
of Polish youths who had attacked Jews around Douglas Park.64 However, if youths from southern and eastern European backgrounds found
themselves deeply invested in racially and ethnically charged rituals of
street combat and sports competition, the Irish relationship to such forms
was rather unique. Irish prizefighters, after all, dominated boxing from
its origins in the 1870s through the 1920s. The absolute supremacy of
Irish boxers was such that southern and eastern European fighters often
assumed Irish-sounding names in the ring—a practice that was no doubt
emulated on playgrounds throughout the urban North.65
All of these conditions rendered the idea of race war thinkable among
working-class youths in Canaryville and Hamburg. This is not to say that
they envisioned an apocalyptic fight to the finish actually taking place in
the streets. The notion of race war was rather something more of a “structure of feeling,” in the words of Raymond Williams, a way of making
sense of everyday experiences that the forms of street combat and boxing rendered visible. This structure of feeling bore a close relationship
with, but was hardly identical to, the intellectual currents surrounding
social Darwinist thought in the 1910s and early 1920s, and a national
mobilization for war abroad, which sharply questioned immigrant loyalty and fitness for citizenship. Indeed, the key roles played by eugenicist thinkers like Madison Grant and Harry Laughlin in the immigration
policy debates of this moment and the immigration restriction legislation they helped define reveal the clarity of Foucault’s observation that
the state was by this time functioning principally in the “biopower
mode”—as “protector of the integrity, the superiority, and the purity of
the race.”66 Yet the appearance of this centralized “state racism” in the
United States, did not, as Foucault claims in the case of Europe, mean
the disappearance of ideas of race struggle or race war. Such ideas continued to circulate within the field of popular culture as a whole, and es-
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pecially within the sporting bachelor subcultures of such working-class
neighborhoods as Canaryville and Hamburg. In such areas, boxing and
its shadow form, street fighting, became central elements of youth subcultures in part because they provided something similar to what Clifford Geertz has argued the cockfight offered to the Balinese—“a metasocial commentary upon the whole matter of assorting human beings into
fixed hierarchical ranks and then organizing the major part of collective
existence around that assortment.”67 The kind of commentaries these activities offered, in the context of Jack Johnson’s reign, the mayoral election of 1919, and the invasion of the neighborhoods and workplaces
around the stockyards by new immigrants and African Americans, not
only left the whole practice of assorting and ranking unquestioned, but
also cast the Irish athletic clubs as the Custer-like defenders of the community and the race in a war that they were in the midst of losing. The
sense of fighting a losing war was another structure of feeling that circulated through much of Irish Bridgeport and Canaryville in the 1910s
and 1920s. Its existence can be detected in the extensive coverage given
at the outbreak of the riot to Fifth Ward alderman Joseph McDonough’s
claim that blacks “possessed enough ammunition . . . to last for years of
guerrilla warfare,” and especially his anguished declaration: “For God’s
sake, arm. They are coming; we cannot hold them.”68 That McDonough
was a former president of the Hamburgers reveals the extent to which
such sentiments emerged out of the Irish athletic club milieu, where
clashes between Irish youths and the racial and ethnic others around them
constituted so many rehearsals for race war.

CROSSING THE DEAD LINE
The many reports of racial violence perpetrated not only by the athletic
clubs but also by less distinguishable groups of young white ethnic men
and teenage boys in the recreational spaces around the stockyards at this
time indicate that such acts emerged out of tangible organizational bases
and distinct patterns of behavior—what might be thought of as the architecture of a male youth gang subculture. This world was not merely
organized by politicians and racketeers who marshaled the energies of
working-class ethnic youths for their own ends, although such patrons
no doubt played an important role by providing gangs with a sense of
legitimacy, as well as a safe haven for their activities. Young men created
their own subcultures: matrices of behavior, language, and style that gave,
in the words of Stuart Hall, “expressive form to their social and mate-
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rial life-experience.”69 While historians have been reluctant to extend
the term youth subculture back past the postwar period it has generally served to describe, the world of the Irish youth gangs of the 1910s
and early 1920s conformed to the primary characteristics of youth subcultures laid out by Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson, most notably in its
somewhat “tight” coherence around “particular activities, focal concerns
and territorial spaces,” and its separation—spatially, emotionally, and
intellectually—from both its parent culture (working-class, Irish-Catholic)
and the dominant culture (white, middle-class).70 Essential to this sense
of separation in both cases, and thus crucial to the subcultural nature of
the world of working-class youth gangs in general, was the youthful age
range of its core participants. The young men of these groups were in the
midst of a set of years in the typical life trajectory of men of their means
and circumstances when they would find themselves at odds with the generation before them and more vulnerable to needs and uncertainties that
so often sought resolution in acts of aggression.
There was thus more to the uprising of young Irish American men in
1919 than what first met the eyes of contemporary observers, and more
recently, historians. As much as the product of political manipulations or
a community-wide effort to preserve the neighborhood, the wave of antiblack violence culminating in the race riot of 1919 represented a youth
subcultural response which laid bare a generational fault line that began
to widen as the sons and daughters of first- and second-generation Irish
laborers came of age in the midst of labor unrest, racial and ethnic migration, and the general sense of community decline such changes evoked.
The male youth subculture emerging at this juncture articulated in its ritualistic antiblack violence the community-wide anger and desperation associated with falling wages, falling property values, and the fallen image
of the neighborhood. However, this milieu and the locus of its anxieties
existed in a physical and imagined space apart from the community as
envisaged by those of previous generations who had developed the area
into a parish so as to preserve their Irish Catholic heritage. In view of the
kinds of activities that occupied the Irish athletic clubs around Bridgeport, Canaryville, and the Back of the Yards in the 1910s and 1920s, their
members were, at the least, highly ambivalent about Archbishop James
E. Quigley’s efforts as head of the Chicago diocese between 1903 and 1915
to create a system of parishes in which each was “of such a size that the
pastor can know personally every man, woman, and child in it.”71
The reports of University of Chicago settlement workers employed in
this area in the early 1920s, for example, illuminate a troubled relation-
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ship between the athletic gangs and older neighborhood residents. After
interviewing the parents of a Colt who had recently been arrested in connection with a series of sexual gang assaults in December 1924, a settlement worker noted the deep shame and frustration they expressed about
their son’s involvement with the group. The father, described by the caseworker as “unmistakably Irish,” spoke of his struggle to keep his son
away from the club, despite the fact that “he loved the place so much
that he could not wait to come home [from his job at a pipe-fitting firm]
to change his clothes before going there.” Claiming to have lived in the
neighborhood for forty years, he also spoke of the humiliation he felt
when passing friends on the street. The teen’s mother, for her part, feared
that this situation would force the family to move, something she did not
want to do because of the “good school facilities [parochial]” and the
“very good church [Catholic].”72 Considering the Colts were one of many
such clubs, and that this one group’s membership alone approached two
thousand, such stories were not uncommon.
As this interview reveals, the close-knit network of older residents
within which circulated shame-inducing stories of the local athletic clubs
in the neighborhood existed in tension with the world of clubhouses and
gang hangouts. After speaking to a number of older inhabitants of the
area, for example, a settlement worker concluded that the Ragen’s Colts
was “a rough and impertinent crowd” and “very unpopular in their own
neighborhood.”73 This notoriety of the Irish athletic clubs greatly increased following the 1919 race riot, when many residents of the Bridgeport, Canaryville, and Back of the Yards areas claimed that extensive
newspaper reportage of the horrible misdeeds of these organizations had
tainted the image of their neighborhoods. For the Back of the Yards area
in particular, which, for many Chicagoans living outside this part of the
city, encompassed Canaryville as well, the situation was even more dramatic. The vaguely defined territory of the city that came to be known
as the Back of the Yards became more and more associated with the Ragen’s Colts, beer running, and gangland murders in the early 1920s. In
fact, the name of the Colts became so poisonous that by 1922—around
the time police made numerous raids on the Ragen Athletic Club at 52nd
and Halsted in connection with its suspected involvement in beer-running murders—their old patron Frank Ragen announced he was severing ties with the club.74 The following year, the papers were painting the
Colts as bad boys once again after police arrested four of its members
for shooting at police officers patrolling Green Street.75 The infamy such
news coverage brought to the area prompted a number of club members
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to send a sharp riposte to the Tribune: “We belong to the boys’ club back
o’ the yards, and protest against lumping us all as bad boys and gangsters who mob policemen.” “Green Street is not back of the yards,” they
added, “and Ragen’s Colts are not back of the yards.”76
Despite this apparent falling out with elements of their surrounding
communities, athletic clubs like the Colts nonetheless practiced rituals
of racial violence that, in certain moments, signified a defense of the overall community. If some of the members of these outfits were active participants in Prohibition-era beer-running enterprises, they should not be
dismissed as mercenaries unwilling to waste their time on affairs that
offered them little material gain. Throughout the early 1920s, for instance, when groups like the Colts and the Hamburgers continued to
patrol neighborhood borders against black trespassers, they also expended a great deal of energy combating the forces of anti-Catholicism,
especially the Ku Klux Klan. In September 1921, for example, the Colts
rallied a crowd of some three thousand people from the stockyards district to watch them hang “a white-sheeted Klansman” in effigy.77 The
following January, they broke up a lecture that was to be given by a
“spreader of Anti-Papist propaganda.”78 In addition to anti-Catholics
and African Americans, moreover, the Colts engaged in persistent warfare against the expanding Polish gangs in the Back of the Yards area in
the mid-1920s—most notably, the Murderers and the Wigwams. Explaining why the Colts “waged war” against these groups, two residents
of the area told settlement workers that “the neighborhood is changing,” referring to the establishment of the “new Polish church”—St. John
of God.79
However, if such acts seemed to articulate a sense of communalism
based on the fiery defense of ethnic identity and neighborhood status,
the Irish communities that needed defending were becoming less and less
palpable in the 1920s. To begin with, increasing Irish social mobility
meant that the old working-class Irish parishes around the stockyards,
such as fifteen-thousand-member Visitation Parish, were losing parishioners to the expanding parishes of the outlying middle-class neighborhoods of Englewood and Auburn-Gresham.80 This not only had the
effect of considerably weakening the link between group identity and
locality for the remaining Irish youths around the stockyards, but on a
more practical level, it depleted the reservoir of new recruits for clubs
whose vitality and honor depended on being able to flex their muscles
on the streets. A compelling sign of these changes was the somewhat surprising acceptance of a number of second-generation Russian Jews—
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traditionally the object of anti-Semitic hatred in Irish Chicago—into the
ranks of the Colts in the early 1920s.81 While one resident at the time
explained this state of affairs by claiming that the recent “trouble with
the K.K.K.” had brought Jews and Catholics “closer together,” the need
for new muscle and the hatred shared by Irish and Jews for the increasingly aggressive Polish youth groups around the stockyards are probably more accurate explanations.82 To be sure, consorting with Jews was
not nearly the worst of the offenses committed by the young men of the
athletic clubs in the eyes of older residents of their communities. This
was the Jazz Age, and many of the beer wars that enlisted the talents of
good old South Side Irish boys were fought for control of supply lines
that extended across the dead line and into the “Bright Lights area”
around 35th and State—a district where young white pleasure-seekers
sought to mingle among the sights, sounds, and people of the Black Belt.
By the mid-1920s, amid recurrent beer-running murders and a sensationalized scandal involving the arrest of eight Ragen’s Colts—two Jews
among them—for a series of sexual assaults, it was becoming clear to
many around the stockyards that the sober, austere vision of parish social life held by many clergymen had fallen out of step with the sporting
lifestyle of the generation of 1919. That Reverend Timothy O’Shea sought
to boldly revitalize Visitation Parish in 1925 by turning its basement into
a recreation center and its auditorium into a gymnasium was a sure sign
of the times.83
It is no matter of coincidence that in the years immediately after the
riot, business boomed for both the controversial black-and-tan cabarets,
which provided spaces for interracial flirting, dancing, and prostitution,
and the syndicates that supplied them with their liquor. This was an enterprise carried out with the labor of young men in their late teens and
early twenties—the age range riot witnesses consistently referred to when
identifying the attackers of African Americans. Moreover, the complicity of these men in the rapid expansion of the South Side vice district in
the 1920s involved more than financial gain. White ethnic youths living
across the dead line were also clients in the bustling establishments filling
this district, referred to as “the Stroll,” where crowds circulated around
the clock, where stores never closed, and where, recalled the poet Langston Hughes, “midnight was like day.”84 So intimate was the relationship between the typical rioter of the young, white working-class sporting set around the stockyards and the 35th Street Bright Lights district
across the dead line that in his first report on the outbreak of race rioting, the journalist Carl Sandburg found it important to note that “the
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cabarets and clubs, however, did business up to the limit of 1 o’clock in
the morning.” “Dreamland, 3518 South State Street; the DeLuxe, upstairs at 3503 South State Street; the Entertainers at 209 East 35th Street,
and the Old Elite at 3030 South State all had bright lights and big
crowds,” he specified.85 These cabarets, known not only for their brassy
black jazz orchestras but also for opportunities for interracial prostitution, were popular venues for white working-class youths residing across
the dead line. Investigating Dreamland in 1923, for example, the Juvenile Protective Association (JPA) reported that female prostitutes of both
races sat at tables and solicited clients as they walked by.86 While such
hip venues also attracted a more upscale, middle-class crowd, that many
of these clients were working-class young men was indicated by another
JPA report some years later describing patrons of the “factory-working
type . . . [that] have the urge to move to the strains of music.”87
Such evidence reveals that by viewing the athletic clubs as fringe elements of the community, scholars have largely overlooked the vital link
between youth subcultures and racial violence. They have, for the most
part, presented a one-dimensional view of the young men in these
groups. Rather than youths negotiating their way through the pursuits
and demands of everyday life, they appear in the historiography as pawns,
mercenaries, or saboteurs of class bonds. A “thick” perspective on riots
and racial violence in general has eluded the interpretive gaze of scholars who have generally considered acts of collective racial violence as
“communal” expressions of housing and labor conflicts. Seen from a different perspective, the racial violence of youth gangs and athletic clubs,
prior to the more mediated and choreographed scenes of the riot, appears as a subcultural response par excellence. The youths running with
the Irish athletic clubs were somewhat typical members of their communities, but they circulated within a subculture that invested them in
the bodies of racial others in ways that older residents were not. If, as
we have already seen, they represented community-wide sentiments and
national cultural currents in their efforts to patrol neighborhood boundaries and exclude racial undesirables, their intimacy with the street violence such activities called for set them apart from the rest of the community. Their closer relationship to the playground of interracial sexual
leisure that lay across the dead line had similar implications. In fact, this
dual experience of racial hatred and racial desire was integral to the Irish
youth subcultures that formed along the dead line—a condition that sheds
new light on the interpretation of racial violence initially put forward by
the black press in the aftermath of the riot, and then quoted in the re-
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port of the CCRR, that “the so-called ‘intermingling of races’ in the
cabarets of the South Side [was] a fruitful source of riots.”88
As Dick Hebdige asserted was the case for the working-class youth subcultures that emerged in postwar Britain, the world of Chicago’s Irish athletic clubs of the 1910s and early 1920s made possible “responses” or
“solutions” to the problems posed by the increasing presence of people
of color and scorned ethnic groups.89 The dilemmas Irish youths in these
clubs faced as a consequence of increasing labor competition and neighborhood transition resembled those encountered by working-class youths
in London’s East End during the postwar decades. Like many East Enders, the Back of the Yards Irish felt the sting of being left behind as friends
and neighbors moved on to more respectable middle-class environs,
defined as such, in part, because of their very separation from the blacks
and immigrants moving into the old neighborhoods. Writer James T. Farrell, who grew up in a South Side Irish neighborhood during this era,
poignantly evokes such conditions in his novel The Young Manhood of
Studs Lonigan. In this segment of a trilogy that details the life of the fictional working-class Irish American Studs Lonigan, Farrell portrays a gang
of second-generation teenagers from an Irish neighborhood in the Washington Park area dealing with the emotional fallout from seeing friends
and neighbors leave the parish as blacks and other ethnic groups begin
settling there. Hence, running throughout Farrell’s rendering of the spiritual conditions of what he referred to as a “lower middle-class, IrishAmerican, Catholic environment” is an ambivalent longing for escape that
coexists uneasily with feelings of attachment to the old neighborhood.90
Like working-class East End youths in postwar Britain, Irish American youths in interwar Chicago devised ways to “symbolically” or “magically” resolve these dilemmas—physical aggression being the most
prominent. Yet such rituals were fraught with ambiguities, revealing a
subconscious dimension underlying the sport of antiblack violence. To
begin with, one must not underestimate the significance of the 1919 riot
erupting, in part, because of the mixing of black and white bathers at
the Twenty-ninth Street Beach, an incident that followed a distinct pattern of interracial skirmishes in public spaces—parks, schools, beaches,
and streets—where black and white ethnic youths frequently crossed
paths. “It was no new thing,” the CCRR wrote, “for youthful white and
Negro groups to come to violence. For years . . . there had been clashes
over baseball grounds, swimming-pools in the parks, the right to walk
on certain streets, etc.” This pattern of conflict indicates that the youths
involved at times shared such public spaces, however tenuous and tense
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this cohabitation may have been. It is further suggestive that while differing versions of the incident at the Twenty-ninth Street Beach emerged
as the fighting raged on, one account portrayed the initial skirmish as the
outgrowth of a quarrel among black and white gamblers. The veracity of
this story remains in question, but that it endured and circulated reveals
that such interracial activities were not uncommon on a beach so close to
the edge of the Black Belt. This was, after all, the closest beach to the solidly
white Irish neighborhood of Hamburg, whose residents would have had
to cross through black neighborhoods to get there.91
To be sure, the pattern of racial violence in recreational spaces near
the boundaries between black and white neighborhoods reflected deep
feelings of racial fear and hatred, but such a pattern could develop only
within a context of relatively regular interracial contact. In interwar
Chicago, repeated racial conflict in parks and beaches reveals that the
rules of use and access were by no means clearly defined or uniformly
followed. Drawing on information gleaned from interviews of park workers and police officers, the CCRR examined the conduct of race relations
in such spaces in The Negro in Chicago. Explaining the violence occurring in these recreational areas, many observers pointed their fingers at
the athletic clubs. “These clubs, which have only about one athlete on
their roster,” stated the director of Fuller Park, “are so situated that the
Negroes have to pass them going to and from the park.” “Those are the
boys,” he added, “numerous in every park neighborhood, who are keeping the colored people out of the parks.” Whereas some park supervisors reported that these “boys” could at times exhibit a spirit of grudging cooperation on the baseball diamond, the situation was quite different
in places charged with interracial sexual tensions. Hence, park officials
cited public showers, swimming pools, and bathing areas as highly contested spaces and thus flashpoints for violence. Commenting on the situation at South Side beaches near the riot areas, for example, the CCRR
noted: “At Thirty-eighth Street Beach the prejudice is such as to prevent
any Negro from bathing there, although it is as near the center of the
main Negro area as the Twenty-sixth Street Beach, to which Negroes are
expected to confine themselves.” Elaborating on how white beachgoers
enforced this confinement, a black playground director at the Thirtyeighth Street Beach told the CCRR, “They rock you if you go in.”92
Such conditions suggest that the subcultural meaning of collective racial
violence may have rested more in the conflicted allure of the interracial
encounter than in the separation that the violence was intended to bring
about. The incidents of aggression along the lakefront, quite often insti-
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gated by groups of young, white, bare-chested men in the summer heat,
combined an urge to display masculine prowess and an ambivalent fascination with people of color. Thus, a police officer stationed at the Twentyninth Street Beach in the aftermath of the riot informed the CCRR: “Gangs
of young men come from as far away as Halsted Street . . . ready to fight
at the slightest opportunity.” “Fights,” he stated, “usually occur because
of some remark made by one group about a girl in another group.” The
CCRR also reported that many fights in Washington Park started when
blacks “showed fight” against “gangs of white boys from sixteen to
twenty years of age [who] frequently annoyed Negro couples on the
benches of this park.” These observations shed light on the vague but
compelling statement by the CCRR that so-called sex problems were,
along with real estate concerns, the most commonly cited “causes of
neighborhood antagonism” regarding the presence of blacks in parks.93
Attesting to the overall atmosphere of racial unease that surrounded sites
where black bodies were either on close display or in actual physical contact with white ones, moreover, is the set of CCRR interviews dealing
with racial contacts on public transportation. As several of the respondents reveal, an accidental jostling together of bodies or a dispute over
a seat on a streetcar could escalate rapidly from mild annoyance to open
hostility. When the bodies involved belonged to a black man and a white
woman, the situation was usually volatile. Less frequently the source of
outward conflict but nonetheless common, the CCRR interviews further
reveal, were advances made by white men toward black women on
crowded streetcars and buses.94 Farrell’s vivid account of the troubled
voyeuristic gaze of Studs Lonigan and his crew as they encountered black
girls suggests that such behavior was not uncommon among workingclass Irish youths. In one scene, for example, Studs is tormented by his
desire for a “fleshy, light-brown Negress” and considers propositioning
her on the street, but in the end he tells himself that “he was pretty lousy
getting so het up over a dark-skinned wench.”95
Such evidence illuminates the complex mixture of fear and desire in
the antiblack violence practiced by youths around the Back of the Yards.
That youths were coming in groups from neighborhoods several blocks
away to engage in such activities, and that their hostility so often flared
into overt aggression in situations involving a sexual dimension, indicates
that collective racial violence could represent far more than a defensive,
communal response to black invasion. As historians of working-class
leisure in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century city have argued, young working-class ethnics forged their own “networks” and
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“youth cultures” in order to participate in the rapidly burgeoning world
of commercialized leisure and to experiment with changing conceptions
of gender, sexuality, and ethnicity.96 However, they have been largely
silent about the role of such working-class youth cultures in mediating
the racial encounter during the years surrounding the First Great Migration to the urban North. This omission is partly due to a tendency to
underestimate the extent of interracial mixing that transpired on the terrains of working-class youth subcultures. As David Nasaw has argued,
the rise of commercial amusements in the first two decades of the
twentieth-century was a process that involved both the exclusion of
African Americans and their parodic representation on stage for white
audiences. Yet in emphasizing the class, ethnic, and gender inclusiveness
of this new “world of ‘public’ amusements,” Nasaw tends to present a
monolithic vision of commercial culture during this era—a view that
many historians have since reproduced.97 George Chauncey’s work on
gay male subcultures in New York City has demonstrated that it is more
useful to think of the world of public leisure in this era as divided into a
“series of distinct but overlapping subcultures centered in the poolrooms
and saloons where many workingmen spent their time [and] in the cellar clubrooms and streets where gangs of boys and young men were a
ubiquitous presence.” More specifically, Chauncey has claimed that
these subcultures came together to form a larger “bachelor subculture”
between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries, a period when
some 40 percent of all men over the age of fifteen were unmarried.98
In Chicago, one of the most dynamic of these subcultural spheres took
shape around the black-and-tan cabarets, dance halls, and brothels that
sprang up in and around the black Bright Lights district around 35th and
State in the late 1910s and 1920s.99 By the late 1910s, dance hall culture
had moved to the center of the world of working-class urban youths,
whose urge to mimic black dance forms and shake their bodies to the
sounds of genuine black jazz made the dance hall a whipping boy for
middle-class reformers.100 Before long, this urge had created another kind
of dance venue offering a more visceral means for its satisfaction—the
black-and-tan. While the black-and-tans were relatively few in number
and their clientele could be somewhat upscale, their presence added an
element of mystery and transgression into the atmosphere of the dance
halls in their vicinity. This helps to explain why an increasing number of
white working-class youths in Chicago were by the late 1910s leaving
their neighborhoods to go to the more exciting commercial dance halls
in and around the Black Belt vice district. While these establishments were
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most often strictly segregated, their surrounding context held untold possibilities of racial interactions, including those offered by the rapidly expanding black sex industry.101
Thus, the black-and-tan controversy, which became a darling of yellow journalism in a number of northern cities in the late 1910s and early
1920s, drew upon racial anxieties related not only to the expansion of
the black population, but also to growing concerns over the changing
social habits of white working-class youths. After the advent of Prohibition with the passage of the Volstead Act in 1919, sites of interracial
mixing began to proliferate in black vice districts—speakeasies for young
adults and dance halls specializing in the illicit sale of liquor and black
sexuality for the younger set. Chicago was considered by many at this
time to be the city most prone to such interracial socializing.102 Such circumstances fueled the vice investigations of the 1910s and 1920s, which
scrutinized the link between vice and juvenile delinquency, revealing that
gang youths were both regular patrons and business associates of
speakeasies, dance halls, and cabarets.
Although many scholars have focused on the use of such nightspots
by middle-class youths out “slumming,” press coverage of the issue was
often quite specific about the links between the young men of the Back
of the Yards and the interracial cabarets just across Wentworth Avenue.
Describing the clientele of the famed Pekin Cafe, for example, a Daily
News columnist noted, “Seven young men—they looked like back o’ the
Yards—came with two women, one heavy footed, the other laughing hysterically.”103 The fictional Studs Lonigan and his gang, moreover, are no
strangers to either the black “can house” (brothel) or the black-and-tan
described here: “The dance floor at the Sunrise Cafe on Thirty-fifth Street
quickly crowded, and it became like a revolving wheel of lust, the dancers
swaying and turning, every corner and floor edge filled with dancers who
move sidewise, inch by inch, socking their bellies together in quick rhythm
and increasing frenzy. The fellows watched. Their faces went tight with
hostility every time a white girl went by with a Negro. . . . Slug said what
the hell he was going to dance too. He left, and soon he was socking with
a black girl.”104
For working-class Irish youths, trips to the Black Belt “can houses,”
cabarets, and dance halls often served functions similar to the ritualistic
beatings of black youths in the parks, beaches, and streets. Farrell himself was well attuned to the feelings of aggression underlying such activities. The above scene at the Sunrise Cafe, for example, concludes with
one of the characters storming out of the place in a state of homicidal
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rage: “As he walked towards the exit, he noticed the snottily suspicious
glances he got from niggers, and Christ, how he’d have loved to have
gotten a couple of them out on Fifty-eighth Street. . . . The doorman told
him to come again. Yes, he thought, he’d like to come with a machine
gun.”105 These feelings at times found expression in the darkest of male
homosocial rituals—the “gang shag,” or “line-up.” While the frequency
of sexual assaults on African American women by white gangs is difficult
to determine because of the large number that went unreported and unrecorded, Thrasher observed that the “gang shag” was “in vogue among
older adolescent gangs” in certain districts and that, according to social
workers he interviewed, this activity often targeted black women.106
The Irish youths of the athletic clubs thus circulated in a milieu that
resembled the youthful “male sporting culture” that Timothy Gilfoyle
describes as characterizing New York’s vice districts between the 1820s
and the 1910s. As Gilfoyle argues, public tolerance for middle-class participation in this subculture, which “promoted male sexual aggressiveness and promiscuity,” began to wane with the municipal reform crusades of the early twentieth century.107 However, the rise of public
amusements during this same moment also had the effect of bringing more
and more working-class young men on to the increasingly convergent
terrains of vice and commercial leisure. Other factors, however, conspired
to thrust the Irish athletic clubs and street gangs of neighborhoods like
Canaryville and Bridgeport toward the center of this world. Notable in
this sense was the marked tendency of Irish men to marry late—a trend
that worked to produce an Irish bachelor subculture organized around
all-male athletic clubs and gangs with members ranging from the early
teens to the late twenties.108
Hence, when the new opportunities created by Prohibition arose in
1919, the syndicates had a standing army of recruits to run beer to Black
Belt speakeasies and to fight in the Beer Wars waged for stakes in this lucrative bootlegging business. Indeed, a young male subculture was already firmly in place on the Irish South Side when African Americans began settling en masse across the dead line during the First World War,
and it would have continued to exist for years to come regardless of the
racial demographics of the area. Yet the growing presence of African
Americans and the parallel emergence of the Bright Lights vice and entertainment district just across Wentworth Avenue were nonetheless
events that transformed the internal dynamics of this world. In addition
to posing profound threats to the meaning of Irish identity in Chicago—
a problem the whole community faced—the dangerous proximity of
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blacks reshaped how Irish American youths would handle issues associated with their masculinity and their sexuality. By 1919, these youths
found themselves invested in the dark world across the dead line in ways
their parents may not have fully understood.
As David Roediger has shown in his work on Irish immigrants in midnineteenth-century America, this was not the first time that Irish men had
made this kind of a psychological investment. According to Roediger,
the fear among Irish immigrants of being associated with the black race—
of being nonwhite—combined with an attraction to the sensual and
preindustrial aspects of black culture in these years to produce both
demonstrations of collective racial violence and avid participation in
racially transgressive forms of entertainment, such as minstrel shows.109
The minstrel show, in fact, occupied an important place in Irish bachelor subculture into the late nineteenth century, when its parodic forms
and sensibilities migrated into the newly emerging vaudeville theater routines.110 Although both minstrelsy and vaudeville had moved to the margins of mass culture by the 1920s, the structures of feeling underlying
their appeal—the fears and desires surrounding black bodies—continued
to migrate into other forms of commercial leisure.111 In its mixture of
racial aggression and desire, the Irish male youth subculture that formed
around the parks, poolrooms, taverns, dance halls, brothels, and blackand-tans in the 1910s and 1920s followed in this tradition. “Socking with
a black girl” in a black-and-tan or paying a visit to a black “can house”
were rituals that allowed the transgression of racial boundaries, thereby
reifying them. The young participants in these activities were, for the most
part, no longer recent immigrants in danger of being taken for blacks,
and their relationship to a preindustrial past was indeed distant, but they
exhibited a similar need to negotiate the nearness of African Americans
within a subculture of their own making. Crossing the dead line was desirable to young men from the stockyards area—and from other neighborhoods whose racial boundaries were perceived to be in jeopardy—
because it was an activity that offered possible solutions to this nearness.
Therefore, while the young Irish American men of the Back of the Yards
area may have constituted the vanguard of what might be thought of as
a community defense, they envisioned a lifestyle that opposed not only
what the community around them was becoming but also what it had
been. Such circumstances call for a reevaluation of the meaning of antiblack violence for communities of white ethnics in twentieth-century
Chicago. Expressions of racial hatred, whether in words or deeds, remain as footprints on the terrain of racial and ethnic relations in urban
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America. Yet in considering such prescient historical questions as how
immigrants come to understand and act upon notions of whiteness, blackness, and ethnic and national identities, scholars have too often assumed
that those leaving the footprints were cohesive groups, moving communally through space and time.112 This is not to say that racial, ethnic, and
national solidarities did not at times define and mobilize large segments
of communities. However, even in moments of concerted local action,
when expressions of community identity surfaced overtly in public life,
the meaning of identities—racial and ethnic—could vary significantly
along lines of age, generation, and gender.
It is therefore misleading to view youth groups as the appendages of
the larger community and their actions as the reactionary reflexes of ethnic solidarity. The athletic clubs and youth gangs in the Back of the Yards
and other such neighborhoods belonged to a subculture that had its own
boundaries, its own rituals and codes of behavior, and its own history,
even if this history shared much with that of the surrounding Irish community. The proliferation of well-organized athletic clubs and their increasing militancy in the years leading up to and following the 1919 riot
had much to do with local politicians working to maintain their power
in the face of disintegrating bases. “The ward ‘heeler,’” as Thrasher colorfully put it, “often corrals a gang like a beeman does his swarm in the
hive he has prepared for it . . . and every gang boy in the hive is expected
to gather honey on election day.”113 However, what occurred within the
world of youth gangs between election days had more to do with the experiences of young men on the job, in school, at home, and in the many
different spaces where they spent their leisure time. Looking into the
more hidden narratives of this world, one finds that youths had their
own ways of handling the problems their families and the rest of the
community faced.

LEARNING TO HATE IN POLISH PACKINGTOWN
When Frederic Thrasher asserted that “the gang touches in a vital way
almost every problem in the life of the community,” he probably had in
mind the case of the Irish athletic clubs of the Back of the Yards. That
this type of athletic club served as his model one can infer from the litany
of problems he pinned on gangs in general: “Delinquencies among its
members all the way from truancy to serious crimes, disturbances of the
peace from street brawls to race riots, and close alliance with beer running, labor slugging, and corrupt politics—all are attributed to the
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gang.”114 This was not unlike the reformist line on street gangs in the
1910s and 1920s. Yet Thrasher’s perspective was far broader than this,
for his research showed that even if most youth gangs aspired to be athletic clubs, the actual number of such well-connected gangs (about onequarter) was relatively small compared with his overall count. Rather
than merely focusing on the role of gangs in popular reform issues of the
day—vice, alcohol consumption, political corruption—Thrasher’s view
on the gang stemmed from its power to influence the behavior of so many
of the urban youths he observed, and in so doing, to shape everyday urban life. Thrasher did not believe (as many have since) that gangs were
the principal cause of delinquency. Like other adherents to the Chicago
School of sociology, he highlighted the effects of social conditions in the
“poverty belt”: in particular, the state of “social disorganization” and
the concomitant loss of moral guidelines resulting from the transition
from old world villages to urban slums. “The gang,” he wrote, “may be
regarded as an interstitial element in the framework of society, and gangland as an interstitial region in the layout of the city.” The term interstitial, which he described as “probably the most significant concept of the
study,” referred to an “ecological” condition; the interstitial regions existed between industry and the “better residential districts” and between
“immigrant or racial colonies.”115 Yet gangland and the gang were interstitial in ways that were difficult for Thrasher to see in the mid-1920s.
As gangs continued to spring up in the Polish, Italian, Jewish, and other
immigrant neighborhoods, which until the beginning of the war received
a constant influx of new immigrants, such groups played increasingly important roles in the dramas of the immigrant experience: in private struggles within families, in the adaptation of young ethnics to American values and institutions, and in the politics and business of everyday life in
the slums. Thrasher’s data revealed that 1920s gangland consisted predominantly of second-generation ethnics whose foreign-born parents arrived between the 1880s and the 1910s. According to his survey, gangs
of “foreign extraction” made up more than 87 percent of the total count,
a figure that is not surprising considering that children of foreign extraction represented over 70 percent of the population of males from ten to
twenty-four years of age in 1920. Also pointing to the generational specificity of gangland was Thrasher’s discovery that “most” of the members
of the 396 gangs he recorded as “dominantly or solidly of a single nationality group” were children of at least one foreign-born parent, with only
“a few of the members of these gangs” being foreign-born themselves.116
The making of this interwar gang demographic involved a convergence
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of macroeconomic and political forces. The industrialization of northern U.S. cities and their emergence as nodes of global capitalism in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries required a gargantuan input of human labor. Pulled by rising wages and pushed by unfavorable
social conditions in their homelands, waves of largely rural peoples from
eastern and southern Europe and the southern United States poured into
the congeries of tenement houses and shacks that sprang up around the
mills and factories of industrial America. In Chicago, this flow of capital and people brought about nothing short of a sweeping transformation of the city’s working class from the bottom up. By the 1920s an array of new immigrant groups filled the ranks of Chicago’s unskilled and
semiskilled workforce. A 1924 study of lower-echelon workers in twelve
Chicago manufacturing firms showed that 60 percent of the “fully employed” were foreign-born, with Poles and Italians the most numerous—
at 30 and 16 percent, respectively. Nearly 20 percent of the unskilled and
semiskilled workers were African Americans, many of whom, considering the 148 percent increase in the African American population between
1910 and 1920, were likely to have been recent migrants from the
South.117 Thrasher’s data on the racial and ethnic composition of gangs
mirrors these shifts. Of the 529 gangs he recorded as being of a single
race or nationality, Polish and Italian groups were the two most numerous, accounting for 16.8 and 11.3 percent of the total. Next were the
Irish (8.5 percent), whom Thrasher referred to as the “aristocracy of gangland,” followed closely by African Americans, who accounted for 7.2 percent of Chicago’s gangs. Therefore, in relatively proportionate numbers,
new immigrants joined the ranks of semiskilled industrial labor as their
children entered the ranks of Chicago’s street gangs and social-athletic
clubs.118
Not surprisingly in this interwar era of “one hundred percent Americanism,” social Darwinism, and immigrant restrictionism, the gang—
because of its obvious connections to the saloon, the machine, and the
mob—was a central target of those seeking to disparage or temper the
influence of immigration on urban America. In the 1910s and 1920s, the
interrelated problems of gangs and juvenile delinquency often occupied
center stage in discourses about the state of the urban poor, a position
these issues have held in underclass policy debates in many moments since.
To an emerging settlement house movement, ethnic youths represented
the face of things to come and thus the central objective of Americanization strategies.119 To the alliances of reformers and government agencies that drove crusades against alcohol consumption, vice, organized
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crime, and political corruption, gangs were vital components of such scurrilous rackets. To Chicago sociologists, youth gangs were all this and
more. As Robert Park wrote in 1925, “these gangs have exercised a considerably greater influence in forming the character of the boys who compose them than has the church, the school, or any other community
agency outside of the families and homes in which the members of the
gangs are reared.”120
Indeed, street gangs were significant actors in the everyday life of neighboring communities of Poles and Irish in the Back of the Yards in the
1920s, but the roles of these gangs in public life differed according to divergences between the situations of immigrant Poles and the more assimilated Irish. The Polish youths that filled the alleys, street corners, and
front stoops of Packingtown in the 1920s belonged to a seminal generation of Polish Americans: the sons and daughters of immigrants—many
of them American-born—who had entered the United States between the
1890s and the 1910s. The behavior of their gangs and more informal
cliques grew out of their specific experiences in the streets and in family
life, which departed from those of the more assimilated American-born
Irish youths belonging to the notorious athletic clubs of Hamburg and
Canaryville. Far from being agents of political and business influence,
many of the male Polish gangs of this moment were, for the most part,
defensive groups, engaged in negotiating a course between the more traditional values of family and parish and the lessons of Americanization
on the streets. However, although different in some respects, Polish youth
gangs nonetheless resembled the notorious athletic clubs in others. While
they often detested the Irish toughs who roughed them up and called them
“Polacks,” Polish youths also saw reason to emulate the actions of the
“aristocracy of gangland.” For the Poles and other new immigrant groups
around the Back of the Yards and elsewhere in the city, the Irish athletic
clubs of the 1910s and 1920s were, as James Barrett and David Roediger have argued, “Americanizers,” and their hostile actions against both
blacks and new ethnic groups served as vivid demonstrations of the meaning and power of whiteness and Americanness on the city streets.121
While historians have acknowledged the importance of the numerous
processes embedded in the texture of everyday life that instructed immigrants on how to conduct themselves in American urban society, the
project of describing how and where Americanization transpired has only
recently begun to move beyond the workplace. As James Barrett reminds
us, writing such histories in the context of the early twentieth-century
American city requires taking into account how more assimilated Amer-
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ican-born ethnics “explained American society” to recent immigrants.122
While perhaps one of the most shadowy domains for historians to document, the informal spaces of everyday life—street corners, taverns,
parks, social clubs, dance halls, movie theaters—constituted powerful
sites for the transmission and negotiation of American values for firstand second-generation ethnics. Unlike settlement house activities, juvenile court proceedings, and public school classes, these spaces were where
ethnics could lower their defenses to some extent. Whereas they often
found the lessons passed on to them by settlement workers and teachers
as moralizing, overly pedantic, and generally not useful for coping with
the realities they faced on the streets, what they learned in their encounters
with more assimilated youths in the flow of everyday life slipped rather
unnoticeably into their consciousness—the raw material of common
sense. Youth subcultures encompassing neighborhood areas and commercial leisure sites throughout the city thus played key roles in the story
of Americanization for young ethnics. If, as Lizabeth Cohen demonstrates,
young ethnics chose to “encounter mass culture” in the context of ethnic peer groups, the experiences of these groups on the terrain of commercial leisure frequently involved run-ins—peaceful or otherwise—with
other ethnic peer groups. In the crucible of race and nationalism that was
urban American society in the 1910s and 1920s, such intergroup encounters taught first- and second-generation ethnic youths powerful lessons about the meaning of their ethnic identities—where they stood in a
complicated and continuously shifting racial-ethnic hierarchy that placed
African Americans at the bottom, Mexicans just above them, and those
who passed for native white Americans—for the most part, the Americanborn generations of Irish, Anglo, German, and Scandinavian descent—
at the top.
Perhaps most important, racializing anti-immigrant feelings transmitted from old to new ethnic groups strongly contributed to the spatial
arrangement of race and ethnicity within the working-class districts of
Chicago. Of course, forces of ethnocultural cohesion—linguistic, religious, dietary affinities—also accounted for the ethnic enclaves that developed in the low-income neighborhoods of the city, which functioned
as ports of entry for immigrants and support systems for newcomers facing language barriers and a host of other difficulties. However, a climate
of anti-immigrant hostility, directed principally at the ethnic groups most
highly represented in the recent migration wave from eastern and southern Europe, also played an important role in the segregation of new ethnic groups. As Stanley Lieberson’s demographic research on Chicago and

Copyrighted Material

1.Diamond, Mean Streets

12/13/08

10:39 AM

Page 59

THE GENERATION OF 1919 59

several other American cities has shown, these new immigrant groups
were also highly segregated by 1920.123 Hence, territorial issues were indeed important determinants of gang conflicts among white ethnics, but
because of the understood connection between neighborhood space and
ethnic identity, territorial issues were simultaneously ethnic and racial
ones. Moreover, indexes of segregation reveal only one dimension of the
picture. A key manifestation of this patterning of race and ethnicity in
the 1910s and 1920s was the frequent proximity of new immigrant enclaves to less desirable industrial zones and, perhaps most important, to
black neighborhoods.
By the 1920s, for example, a vast majority of Chicago’s immigrant
and second-generation Polish youths came of age in areas of concentrated
Polish settlement within such zones—namely, in Packingtown and the
neighborhoods in the shadows of the steel mills of South Chicago, an
area in the far southeast part of the city.124 The conditions of social maturation in such neighborhoods gave rise to some fundamental conflicts
in the lives of these second-generation youths, which served to further
solidify the borders around the ethnic youth subcultures developing in
interwar Chicago. Ethnic and racial attitudes were at the core of these
contradictions, and the collective struggle to resolve them drove the formation and actions of youth gangs. While one might say the same about
the Irish athletic clubs, a markedly different set of problems was in operation in the case of the Polish gangs in their midst. Irish youths may
have loathed the idea of blacks moving into their area and taking jobs
where their fathers had worked for years—events that in their minds signaled the decline of the community and a certain degradation of their
status—but the proximity of African Americans did not shake their sense
of group identity the way it did for the children of Polish immigrants, who
also had challenges to their Americanness to contend with. Indeed, if wartime nationalism, prohibitionism, the rise of the Ku Klux Klan, and the
social Darwinist–infused discourses regarding immigrant restrictionism
posed threats to the status of the much more assimilated English-speaking
Irish, the stakes were all the higher for the thick-accented “greenhorn”
Poles in the 1910s and 1920s. And while the Irish—through the Catholic
Church, labor unions, the Democratic Party, and the urban machine—
did at times help to assimilate Poles and other immigrant groups, what
happened out on the streets was often another matter altogether.
Here, in neighborhoods like Packingtown, perhaps the most significant challenge to Poles’ self-image was the street-level hostility coming
from their Irish neighbors. One of the most thoroughly explored aspects
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of James T. Farrell’s upbringing in working-class Irish Chicago in his Studs
Lonigan trilogy is the incessant enmity between many Irish youths and
the eastern European groups moving into their neighborhoods. How all
of these groups—Hungarians (referred to as “Hunkies”), Poles, and Jews,
among others—lined up in racial contradistinction to the Irish can be
glimpsed in an exchange between the now-adult Studs and his wife-tobe, Catherine, in the third book of Farrell’s trilogy, Judgment Day:
“We won’t be able to come swimming here, though, this summer,” he said,
pointing at the low gray pavilion of rough-edged stone which housed the
Jackson Park beach. “It’s become the hunkies’ community center here now.
I came here one day last summer, and I tell you I didn’t think there were
as many hunkies and polacks in the world as I saw here.”
“Yes, isn’t it too bad? And there was trouble here last summer with
niggers trying to go swimming along here. Ugh. Think of it, going with
niggers,” she said shuddering.
“Seventy-third-Street beach is much better, but every year you see more
noisy Jews there. Pretty soon there won’t be a beach in Chicago left for a
white man.”125

Such attitudes operated on the streets to infuse racial uncertainties into
neighborhoods where English was a second language. That many of these
lower-income communities found themselves adjacent to expanding
African American neighborhoods only heightened their sense of racial
insecurity—their feeling of falling somewhere between white and black.
As Farrell’s account suggests, the Polish were not alone in their situation. Nor were Irish youth gangs the only ones to impose such conditions on new ethnics settling in their neighborhoods. Italians in Chicago
faced a similar state of affairs in the 1910s and 1920s, when observers
of two Italian neighborhoods in different parts of the city noted the hostile treatment directed at them by young Swedes. Examining intergroup
relations in the North Side “Little Hell” community, Harry Zorbaugh
remarked that “gang fights on playground and street” between blacks
and Sicilians “re-enacted scenes of a generation ago when the Sicilian
was forcing out the Swede,” a conclusion no doubt stemming from so
many of his informants mentioning problems with Italians in the same
breath that they described the migration of blacks into their community.126 As one resident explained, “The coming of the Italians has, of
course, caused the Swedish and the Irish to move north. . . . Now the
Negroes are pushing in among the Italians.”127 Circumstances like these
also prevailed in another Italian neighborhood in the Calumet district at
the far end of southeast Chicago, where, one sociology student observed,
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“The nationality problem of the gangs in the district is one of nationality prejudice. The Italian boys in the area are resentful towards the Swedes
and vice versa. . . . The Swedes regard the ‘wops’ as they call them, as
sneaky and vicious, and they are continually fighting with one another.”128 Owing to financial exigencies associated with their relatively
tenuous position in the labor market, Italians all over the city often found
themselves living in low-rent neighborhoods, which, not surprisingly,
were very frequently adjacent to African American and Mexican areas.
This was also especially the case for Mexicans, who, as a result, came to
occupy a position in the labor and housing markets below the lowest of
European Americans. A situation that arose between Italians and Mexicans at Hull House on the Near West Side indicates how high the stakes
of residential proximity to blacks had become by the early 1920s. Recounting the attempts by Italians in the neighborhood to have Mexicans
barred from activities at the settlement house, Jane Addams claimed that
the problem stemmed from the fact that the Mexicans “mingled freely
with the negroes” and “were people of color.”129
It was in such ways that race and Americanness came to be almost inseparable notions in the minds of immigrants and their American-born
children in this moment. What Thrasher could not see in an era long before scholars began to historicize the instability of the racial category of
whiteness was that the primary ethnic groups of gangland were also
racially interstitial and that so many of their “territorial” conflicts were
in many ways struggles to negotiate and define their place within the racial
hierarchy. It did not occur to the Chicago School that many of the gang
conflicts they observed were actually the everyday vicissitudes of a process of Americanization at the grass roots.130 In the case of Packingtown,
there is no more compelling example of this than the story of a Polish
gang called the Murderers, which patrolled an area to the south of the
stockyards and to the west of the district inhabited by the Ragen’s Colts
and several other Irish athletic clubs. University of Chicago settlement
workers claimed that this gang of around thirty Polish young men was
“especially active” in the race riots of 1919. Shortly after this, the gang
attempted to publicize its reputation by posting placards all over the
neighborhood that read, “The Murderers, 10,000 Strong, 48th &
Ada.”131 Reports that its members “used to ‘get’ the ‘niggers’ as they came
from the stockyards at Forty-seventh and Racine” and boasted of killing
blacks during the riots reveal that the youths in this gang, much like their
Irish peers, perceived their reputation as hinging on their ability to do
violence to blacks who crossed into their territory.132 However, this clear
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imitation of the Irish athletic clubs does not mean that such gangs felt
any kind of solidarity with Irish youths in the district, nor does it mean
that the actions against blacks held quite the same meaning for Polish
youths. In fact, the primary rival of the Murderers was a nearby Irish
gang named the Aberdeens, whose members, according to one of the Murderers, “was always punching our kids.” A similar rivalry also existed
between another Polish gang of this vicinity, the Wigwams, and the Ragen’s Colts, who on more than one occasion destroyed the Wigwams’
clubhouse at 51st and Racine, in the midst of a predominantly Polish
block just north of Sherman Park. Apparently, if the Wigwams were unavailable, any Polish gang would serve as an adequate target for the Colts,
who, according to Polish residents in the area, would cruise the Polish
neighborhood around the park looking for fights.133
Polish youths in the Back of the Yards thus perceived the Irish to be
both standard-bearers of Americanization and antagonists to their drive
to assimilate, which on a very basic level had a lot to do with immunity
from street-level harassment. This view was not entirely a youth phenomenon but rather something the whole Polish community in Chicago
understood. It surfaced quite visibly during the 1919 race riot, when
Polish-language newspapers accused the Irish of trying to blame the riots on the Polish community, referring to them as the “real enemies.”134
While, as evidenced by the antiblack actions of the Murderers and the
Wigwams, such sensibilities hardly brought about more peaceable relations between Poles and blacks after the riot, this increasing Polish antagonism toward blacks hardly paved the way for a rapprochement between the Poles and the Irish in the Back of the Yards area. In March
1922, for example, a Polish newspaper editorial denouncing the establishment of St. Patrick’s Day as a city holiday characterized the nativist
voice of the Irish in city hall as such: “Away with foreigners! We, are the
only one-hundred-percent Americans, who have the right to enjoy special privileges!”135 These were sentiments that, in the minds of Polish
youths, explained their harassment by Irish gangs. While it is true that
all gangs in the city were susceptible to attacks, only in the cases of certain gangs did these attacks have racial implications. For the Polish community of the Back of the Yards, it was most expedient to attribute what
was a much larger problem to the actions of the Irish, from city hall to
the athletic club. As in matters of city government, the Irish hold on political power also shaped the affairs of gangland. For example, in explaining the vulnerability of the Wigwams to raids by the Ragen’s Colts,
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a University of Chicago settlement worker mentioned that this gang “had
no political backing and had trouble in paying their rent.”136
However, as in the case of the Irish, it is a mistake to assume that
common perceptions of threats to the community necessarily led to a
communal response. For a community dominated by people of foreign
extraction, as the Polish community of Packingtown was, the momentous events of 1919 constituted a vivid demonstration of what it meant
to be racially stigmatized. While there is evidence that some Polish leaders advised abstention from antiblack actions during the riot, and that
some Poles in the labor movement may have even countered such activities by celebrating interracial worker solidarity, the thirty or so youths in
the Murderers reveal that a part of the community may have been more
inclined to choose racial violence as a strategy of empowerment. Moreover, that the young men of this gang did not represent an extremist or
fringe element is suggested by evidence from another story that began
to develop around the time of the riot—the tense relationship between
Poles and Mexican newcomers to the Back of the Yards. Describing relations between these groups in the mid-1920s, a student of Ernest Burgess
stated: “Without any reason other than that he was Mexican, the Polish
young men when they saw a Mexican on the street would pounce upon
him and beat him up.” These actions, the student concluded from her
interviews with residents of the area around Ashland and 45th, grew
out of a general feeling among Poles of superiority “to the dark-skinned
Mexicans who have had to live in very poorly furnished one-room shacks
and therefore have standards of living which appear lower to the Poles
than their own.” The primary focus of this researcher’s study, however,
is the interactions of youths in the streets, schools, parks, and movie theaters, thus presenting a conflict resembling the pattern of street-level racial
hostility established by the Irish athletic clubs. Her scattered evidence of
the feelings of older residents reflected a somewhat different situation.
Commenting on Polish attitudes toward Mexicans, for example, a University of Chicago settlement caseworker reported: “Some of the older
Polish men thought it was wrong to beat the Mexicans and favored allowing them the rights of the street, but these wiser heads were unable to
do anything.” Kind words also came from an older Polish woman, the
leader of a group of mothers that met at the settlement, who told the interviewer that she liked Mexicans, calling them “nice housekeepers and
good neighbors.”137
Such responses contrasted with the tendency of Polish youths to stone
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Mexicans and chase them out of local parks. Indeed, as Gabriela
Arredondo’s research on Polish-Mexican tensions in interwar Chicago
has demonstrated, many conflicts between Polish and Mexican young
men grew out of “intergroup heterosocial interactions” in youth leisure
spaces—pool halls, dance halls, and taverns. Because of the scarcity of
Mexican young women in such spaces, single Mexican men were prone
to pursuing relations with Polish women, a situation that both threatened the masculinity of Polish men and led to the spread of gossip surrounding the idea that Polish girls were “wild.”138 Such predicaments
shaped the development of Polish youth gangs bent on policing the sexual boundaries of the community and reaffirming their manliness
through rituals of violence directed at Mexicans. This was not just the
case around the Back of the Yards. According to residents of the Polish
“Bush” community, gangs in this neighborhood as well “caused the
Latins much trouble” around this same time, breaking up picnics, sending menacing letters to Mexican families, and attacking Mexican youths.
Explaining such actions, one resident later recalled, “the animosity against
the Mexicans started in the Bush area, when single Mexican men dated
the Polish girls.”139
Much like the pattern of Irish violence against blacks in this neighborhood, racial attacks by Polish youths against both blacks and Mexicans took shape within a youth gang subculture that formed at the racial
boundaries of the community and along a generational fault line within
it. However, there were vital differences between Irish and Polish gang
subcultures. The Irish faced little danger of falling from the ranks of whiteness, even if they were touched by feelings of degradation stemming from
their increasing inability to distinguish themselves from the foreigners
taking over their community. For the second-generation Polish youths
of Packingtown, many of whose parents clung to the Polish language and
the lifeways of Polonia, the generational fault line within their community was much wider, a situation that raised the stakes of maintaining
the boundaries between the Poles and neighboring nonwhite groups. Unlike the Irish, the Poles lived amid ethnic and racial uncertainty, a condition captured colorfully by a young Mexican living in the Back of the
Yards in this period, who stated quite bluntly: “I detest the Poles . . . they
know nothing—nada, nada, nada. . . . The Poles always pretend they are
Americans; they are ashamed to say that they are Poles. They say they
are Germans or Americans.”140
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Between School and Work
in the Interwar Years
They came to a concession where three Negroes were perched
in cages; for ten cents anyone could hurl a baseball at them. If
the ball struck the proper mark the Negro was automatically
dumped into a tub of water beneath the perch.
Nelson Algren

Of course, there is always the chance of getting one to twenty
years, but what the hell, a guy’s got to get dough somehow.
Blake, a South Chicago gang member

THE NEW GENERATION, COMMERCIAL LEISURE, AND RACE LEARNING
In 1935, a youth worker assigned to a gang of teens in a Polish immigrant neighborhood around South Chicago’s hulking steel mills overheard
the following complaints and found them worth recording: “I’ve got to
get some money somehow; now I ain’t in school and ain’t working, it
ain’t like it was when I was in school. Then I had lunch money to use for
shows and things like that, but now I ain’t got nothing, and I need a new
pair of white shoes; a guy’s got to get new clothes now and then! Somehow I gotta raise three bucks; that’s what a new pair of white shoes cost.
I don’t want to ask my mother, ’cause now’s a bad time.”1 While perhaps a somewhat strange concern in the midst of the Great Depression,
when wage reductions and production cutbacks left blue-collar Chicagoans with shallow pockets, a number of youth worker reports like this
one reveal that the severe economic circumstances of the 1930s altered
but hardly transformed patterns of daily life in working-class Chicago.
This was a period that shook the very foundations of the social order,
65
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