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THE CYCLE
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On the afternoon of July 7, 1970, during the third day of rebellion in Asbury Park, New Jersey, young people throw rocks at police as officers move in to break up the crowd. (Bettmann Archive / Getty Images)

THE RESIDENTS OF Carver Ranches didn’t have sidewalks, fire hydrants, or a sewer system. They did, however, have police patrolling their streets. Black Americans from Miami and Black migrants from the Bahamas first founded the three-hundred-acre community in Broward County, Florida, in the late 1940s, naming it after the celebrated scientist George Washington Carver. Teenaged children of Carver Ranches’ first generation were hanging out around midnight on a Saturday in August 1969, when a Broward County sheriff’s deputy drove by. One of the kids threw a rock at the police car. The small act of defiance provoked an outsized, and violent, reaction. The deputy stopped, stepped out, rushed the rock thrower, grabbed him by the shirt, and threw him in the back seat of his cruiser. The boy’s friends were not about to let him get taken away by the county cops for such an arbitrary offense. They opened the back-seat door and pulled him out, and the deputy hauled him back in. After several rounds of this, the children prevailed, and the rock thrower escaped into the growing crowd of people watching the encounter. Outnumbered, the deputy called for help. When reinforcements from three nearby police departments arrived, someone fired five shots at the officers. No one was hit. The sheriff later called the event a “near riot.”[1]

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, rebellions usually started when law enforcement meddled, often violently, in ordinary, everyday activity (a group of kids doing what kids do). They happened when police seemed to be there for no reason, or when the police intervened in matters that could be resolved internally (disputes among friends and family). Rebellions began when the police enforced laws that would almost never be applied in white neighborhoods (laws against gathering in groups of a certain size or acting like a “suspicious person”). Likewise, they erupted when police failed to extend to residents the common courtesies afforded to whites (allowing white teenagers to drink in a park but arresting Mexican American teens for the same behavior). “If they would just leave us alone there would be no trouble,” said a Black teenage boy who threw rocks in Decatur, Illinois, during an uprising in August 1969. His solution was a straightforward reaction to an obvious issue. Rebellion was always possible when ordinary life was policed, and often the mere sight of the police—who could potentially arrest, beat, or even kill you—was enough to prompt a violent response. Multiple occasions of seemingly arbitrary or unnecessarily aggressive police interventions accumulated into frustration and set off preemptive, violent reactions.

This was “the cycle”: the recurring pattern of over-policing and rebellion, of police violence and community violence, that helped define urban life in segregated, low-income, Black, Mexican American, and Puerto Rican communities in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The cycle occurred in cities across the nation, many of them smaller municipalities that are left out of standard accounts of this era. But   it was precisely in these secondary cities that the War on Crime unfolded in the most lasting and influential ways, helping entrench racial inequality and put this nation on the path to mass incarceration. While every rebellion had its particular actors and causes, what is remarkable is the broad similarity between them.

THE EXCEPTIONAL MOMENTS of collective violence that occurred between the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968 were similarly ignited by police arresting Black people. The Harlem rebellion of 1964 was the outlier, a six-night revolt that began after a New York police officer killed a Black, fifteen-year-old boy. Coming two weeks after the enactment of the landmark Civil Rights Act, Harlem was the beginning of the “long hot summers” of Lyndon Johnson’s presidency. Watts in 1965 and Newark in 1967, though, each began in reaction to the arrest of a Black motorist. A police raid on a speakeasy in Detroit that year culminated in violence that Johnson called “the worst in our history.” More than one hundred other cities erupted in the spring of 1968 after the murder of King on April 4. The collective sorrow, anger, and disillusionment that followed King’s death was a turning point for the mainstream civil rights movement and its emphasis on nonviolence, a strategy that had failed to protect its most visible proponent from the violent forces of racism, and seemed, to many, incapable of securing true freedom for Black Americans. As Black Panther leader Eldridge Cleaver reflected in his article “Requiem for Nonviolence,” shortly after the assassination, King’s murder was “a final repudiation by white America of any hope of reconciliation, of any hope of change by peaceful and nonviolent means.” For Cleaver the only way for Black Americans “to get the things that they have a right to and deserve—is to meet fire with fire.” [2] 

The King rebellions were also a turning point for policing. The day after King died, Johnson mobilized federal troops in the nation’s capital and in Chicago, Baltimore, and Kansas City, Missouri, soon after. “I don’t know how we handle these things,” Johnson admitted in a phone conversation with Chicago’s Mayor Richard Daley, roughly two weeks after the King-related unrest began. “But I know one thing: we’ve got to handle them with muscle and with toughness.” Johnson believed that the aggressive use of federal troops, more than twenty thousand soldiers in all, was responsible for leaving the country “in reasonably good shape” in the aftermath of the largest wave of domestic violence since the Civil War.[3] Not until the Los Angeles uprising in 1992 would the president summon federal troops to suppress Black rebellions. The lull was not a consequence of concern for the civil rights of American citizens, but a result of the professionalization of the police, a process that began under Johnson, whose administration instituted training programs for riot control and equipped local police forces with military-grade weapons.

The policing of the ordinary had sparked rebellions earlier in the decade: the dispersing of a crowd in Omaha in July 1966; the arrest  of a Black bootlegger in a park in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1967; and the breaking up of fights between Black teenagers in Minneapolis and Sacramento that same year. But after King’s murder, police became the foot soldiers in a larger mission—the “War on Crime”—and there were more resources and more men than ever to carry it out. The federal allocation for local police forces went from nothing in 1964 to $10  million in 1965,  $20.6 million in 1966, $63 million in 1968,  $100 million in 1969, and $300 million in 1970—a 2,900 percent increase in five years.[4] As Johnson’s Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968 fueled the manufacture and national distribution of a riot-control arsenal, the governments and police forces of smaller cities—those outside of the initial beneficiaries, major metropolitan centers with large Black populations including Washington, DC, Detroit, and Los Angeles—were emboldened. The capstone of Johnson’s Great Society, the Safe Streets Act broke with the previous two hundred years of American history, establishing a direct role for the federal government in law enforcement and criminal justice at the state and local levels. It was the expansion of policing in response to the violent eruptions of the 1960s that set in motion the cycle that followed in smaller cities like Carver Ranches and Decatur.

President Johnson’s new national strategy was premised on preventing rebellion before it occurred and on identifying and arresting potential rioters or criminals. “More police patrols can be an effective, visible deterrent to crime,” federal law enforcement officials assumed. “More police patrols also lead to more and speedier arrests, which takes offenders out of action and lessens the chances of escape, thus serving as a deterrent.”[5] Increasingly, preventing rebellion “with muscle and with toughness” became the dominant strategy for fighting disorder, although it consistently failed to lead to the desired goal.

The national strategy set the tone, even in places that did not receive federal funds. Policing became more aggressive and intrusive in Black communities everywhere. Police often claimed to be responding to a tip, which the newspapers later reported to justify the officers’ actions and their presence in the community in the first place. The rock thrower in Decatur had a different take: “Police, they come out here looking for trouble,” he said.[6] What mattered was police were suddenly there. They were more likely to cause harm than offer protection, in the judgment of the rock thrower and his friends and counterparts in other American cities. The people being policed frequently refused to follow police orders and fought back, throwing rocks and jumping on officers’ backs to prevent arrests from being carried out.

It was a losing battle for a lone policeman or a small unit, and officers were forced to retreat to wait for reinforcements.  This came in the form of cops in riot gear, as well as officers from neighboring cities, state troopers, or National Guardsmen who could be called by state governors depending on the size of the home department and the scale of the rebellion. When law enforcement left the area (if only temporarily), some residents did the same, while others turned on local businesses and other buildings, breaking windows and taking food, clothes, tires, and stereos from stores in what some police chiefs described as “hit and runs.” The participants in these outbursts outnumbered and often outsmarted the police, and they slipped away frequently, back into their homes or down familiar alleyways, over fences and dumpsters. The police sent in more police. The rebellion expanded. The escalation would often continue for another day or two before the rebellion burned out on its own or enough participants were arrested to have the same effect.

The proximate cause of the unrest did not present itself easily    to many officials. “No explanation” could be found for the shooting at cops that began in Carver Ranches weeks after the initial rock-throwing incident in Florida. “We don’t know why it started,” said the Mayor of Fort Wayne, Indiana, after a rebellion. The Columbus Police Department in Ohio was “unsure” about what had led to the city’s revolt. The mayor of Jersey City spoke of “senseless, random acts of violence with no purpose or meaning.” Authorities in York, Pennsylvania, gave no reason for a four-night rebellion other than: “they don’t have anything else to do.”[7] The officials saw the violence as having no cause or meaning. In the rebellions of the immediate post-King era, Black and Brown participants saw themselves as being policed for nothing. They rebelled when the police appeared out of nowhere, and for no apparent reason.

RESIDENTS WHO WERE reportedly fighting one  another  frequently put aside their differences to battle a common adversary: the police who interrupted them. In Fort Wayne in August 1968, just before the school year began, a dozen Black teenagers started a rebellion at the McCulloch Recreation Center, where kids in the segregated Southeast side of the city often gathered. At around eleven o’clock, a Parks Department officer intruded on their evening (“a fight was reported”) and asked the group to disperse. The youths ignored him. They bent down and picked up stones and debris from the Center’s lawn to throw. In Indianapolis, a two-night rebellion was set off in June 1969 after two police officers tried to break up a fight in the Lockefield Gardens Apartments in one of the city’s Black neighborhoods. A group of twenty people attacked the officers, slightly injuring them both. One lost his gun, his nightstick, and his badge. The crowd began to grow steadily from there, throwing stones at passing cars. In Akron, Ohio, in mid-August 1970, police came to the scene of a fight between two teenage girls near a custard stand. People threw rocks for several hours in response; one policeman was struck.[8]

When cops arrived to stop fights, residents did not perceive them as agents of peace and protection. Following the implementation of the national riot prevention strategy via the Safe Streets Act of 1968, which encouraged local police to initiate interactions with residents in targeted areas as a way to find potential criminals or rioters before they engaged in violent acts, cops and Black residents were brought into contact much more frequently. It’s possible the officers in Fort Wayne, Indianapolis, and Akron had the best of intentions when they intervened, that they hoped to prevent further injury and act as mediators. Yet their intentions mattered little to the residents involved. History and hard experience taught them that police were generally antagonistic, less likely to bring peace or protection and more likely to cause harm—either by beating residents (or worse), or by arresting them and carting them off to jail.

In the late 1960s, with the War on Crime in full swing, apprehending criminals or potential criminals, rioters or potential rioters, became the objective—the measure of “success”—of crime control in targeted communities. If police did not receive a tip about a neighborhood fight as in Fort Wayne, parks where young people of color congregated provided a ready-made site to patrol and possibly make arrests. Having no other pretense to stop, interrogate, and arrest Black youth, in mid-April 1968 the police department in York, Pennsylvania, began enforcing curfew at Penn Common after the wave of rebellions in other cities. Black children and teenagers liked to congregate in the park, and the cops wanted them out by ten o’clock or earlier. Police would chase, harass, and beat kids who refused to obey. A Black teenager described sitting with his girlfriend in the park in early July 1968, when all of a sudden, an officer pulled up and shined his flashlight in the young couple’s eyes. “Take that light off my face, we’re minding our own business,” the young man said. The officer got out of his car, billy club in hand, and told the couple to leave the park. He shoved his club in the teenager’s back, using it to push the young man as he escorted him and his date off the premises. This violent police encounter itself triggered violence. “Am I supposed to take that forever? What would you do?”  the teenager asked a reporter. “Last night I threw a bottle  at a cop.”[9]

Days after the officer disrupted the teenage date, on July 11, York police began their regular curfew enforcement routine, moving to clear about fifty Black kids and teenagers from Penn Common at 9:15 p.m. This time, the youths refused to leave. “Why do they have to disperse a group of Blacks?” one asked. “What’s wrong with congregating in the park?” When the police arrested two people, the rock- and bottle-throwing started. Twelve officers chased after various  young  people. Another violated proper procedure and fired his pistol in the air to scare them—and this action launched a five-day battle between police and Black residents, most of them in their teens and twenties. A reporter asked a male participant: “Why are young black Yorkers throwing rocks and bottles at policemen?” To which he replied: “Why do police hit people on the heads with their clubs?”[10] The cycle seemed clear enough, at least to this young man.

In Decatur, Illinois, Black teenage boys enjoyed drag racing on a strip that had been used for that purpose since 1964. In the summer, they would gather in nearby Mueller Park when the races were being held. White teens raced freely on a boulevard in the northern part of town, but police would regularly come to the southside park to surveil the city’s Black teens. Following a demonstration at the A&P store to demand jobs for Black workers on Thursday, August 7, 1969, the police decided to arrest the Black young people racing that evening. The cops were “mad” about the protest, one of the youths assumed, “so they came in here.” The Black teens started throwing rocks when law enforcement arrived. The police used tear gas to disperse them, detaining nine. The teenagers complained that excessive force had been used during the arrests and prepared for another confrontation. They knew what was coming. At about nine thirty the next night, an estimated two hundred people trapped an officer as soon as he pulled up to their block, surrounding his vehicle with four cars. Someone threw a Molotov cocktail at the cornered police cruiser, but it failed to ignite. Police reinforcements arrived and fired tear gas grenades back at the crowd.[11] 

At Roosevelt Park in Albuquerque, New Mexico, in June 1971, the arrest of fifteen Mexican American teens for underage drinking touched off thirty hours of violence, a rebellion that was only suppressed in the end by the National Guard. Some five hundred young people had gathered in the park when officers arrived. According to Richard Moore, minister of justice for the Black Berets, a militant Mexican American group, the police “started putting on strong pressure, and some of the guys got fed up.” The Black Berets led protesters in a march from Roosevelt Park to the police headquarters to negotiate the release of the fifteen young people, some throwing rocks and breaking windows on the way. The activists won the release of the suspects “on their own recognizance,” but by the time they stepped out of the police station the rebellion was well underway. In little more than a day, participants caused between three and five million dollars’ worth of property damage and six hundred fifty people were arrested.[12]

In addition to reacting when police appeared for no apparent reason, residents fought back when law enforcement exercised their most basic legal authority: making arrests. Baltimore residents challenged that authority with determination, disrupting officers mid-arrest on three separate occasions in late-June 1968—two months after the week-long rebellion in the city that followed Martin Luther King Jr.’s murder. On June 19, after an officer tried to arrest a young man in the heart of the Black Upton neighborhood in front of a growing crowd, a woman scratched him down his left arm and took his watch. The officer sprayed the woman and others with mace, and the people who gathered at the scene left. Less than a week later, a fifteen-year-old boy grabbed an officer’s arm during a disorderly conduct arrest, giving his suspect an opportunity to flee. The officer hit the boy and took him into custody.[13]

The next evening, two dozen teenagers began shouting at officers Paul Karaskavicz and Norman Stamp as they attempted to arrest three people on burglary charges at around eleven thirty in Reservoir Hill. A thirteen-year-old girl jumped on Stamp’s back, forcing him to let go of two of the suspects. The men escaped, and Stamp seized the girl, who kicked him, clawed him, and bit him. Eventually he managed to put her in handcuffs for resisting arrest, but suddenly her fourteen-year-old brother attacked the officer from behind. After a struggle the brother was also detained. Another fourteen-year-old boy helped free the third burglary suspect by assaulting Karaskavicz. The suspects, all three of them young men, escaped; the kids who came to their defense went to jail.[14] Viewing the arrests as an injustice, these young people were prepared to take justice into their own hands, and sacrifice their own freedom in the process.

Although the informal arrest prevention campaign in Baltimore did not directly inspire a broad rebellion, in other cities a single arrest could lead to sustained collective violence committed by hundreds of people. In Jersey City in August 1970, about five hundred Black and Puerto Rican residents declared what police called “open warfare on whites” in the downtown area, after two patrolmen stopped a vehicle for a minor traffic violation. Weeks later, a six-hour-long drug raid during which twenty-five people were arrested caused a two-night rebellion in nearby Hoboken, New Jersey. The prominent twenty-one-year-old local activist Luis Lopez came to protest the mass arrest and was subsequently arrested himself for “interfering with police duties” and using “obscene language.” Lopez was already known to the Hoboken Police Department for his political activities. In early August, he was arrested in Newark for disrupting a Puerto Rican day parade with the Young Lords Party, an organization founded on the principles of self-determination and community empowerment for Puerto Rican groups and other oppressed peoples, and had been convicted for squatting in (Lopez called it “liberating”) two Hoboken tenement buildings that he and his followers occupied. Many people in the community rejected this type of enforcement and wanted to see Lopez freed. By 7:30 p.m. on August 27, three hundred to four hundred “enraged Puerto Ricans,” as the Hudson Dispatch described them, surrounded City Hall demanding Lopez’s release. About thirty people sat at the intersection of Washington and First to block traffic. The crowd threw rocks and bottles at police and smashed windows in the area.[15]

Lopez continued to protest the arrest of Puerto Rican residents in Hoboken, leading to another rebellion a year later. It started with an angry confrontation between Luis and Jaime Santana, aged twenty-six and twenty-four, and a store owner whom the brothers claimed repossessed their television set under false pretenses. After the Santana brothers were arrested for assault with a dangerous weapon, Lopez led a small group of activists to police headquarters to demand the release of the prisoners and to request the suspension of the two officers who allegedly used brutal force during the arrest. Soon after Lopez and his group left, police reportedly received calls that people were harassing motorists and passersby outside of City Hall. When local officers arrived, a group of about three hundred began throwing cans, bottles, and bricks at them.[16] The rebellion had begun. Following the enactment of the Safe Streets Act, residents of Jersey City and of many other cities across the nation made clear that if a war was declared on their communities, they were ready for a fight.

FROM CARVER RANCHES to Jersey City, when  the  rock  throwing started, the police called in their fellow officers. As their numbers increased and as they brought more sophisticated weapons to bear on the rebellion, so too did the size of the crowd and the scale of destruction. In Fort Wayne, when a Park officer arrived at the McCulloch Recreation Center to help the first responder clear the area, the kids continued to throw stones. Overwhelmed, the officers retreated and waited for reinforcements. Police Chief Albert Bauermeister dispatched an additional fifteen officers in full riot gear to the scene. By the time they arrived, the crowd had expanded from ten to roughly two hundred people. No one was seriously injured in the ensuing confrontation, but the “riot prevention equipment” bore the physical scars of the rebellion: the department’s newly acquired mobile crime lab van suffered dents and smashed windows. “So many rocks were hitting the van it sounded like bongo drums,” the driver said. It took tear gas to pacify the crowd, at least temporarily.[17]

The lesson the Columbus Police Department took  away  from the rebellion of June 1970 was not that their very presence provoked rebellion, but that the young Black people gained an edge when police officers retreated to await backup. As officials put it, there was a “destructive lag between the start of troubles and the deployment  of police.” On Thursday, June 4, when Sargent Ed Baker stepped in to break up a fight between fifty-two-year-old Cecil Butler and another Black man, Butler drew his gun. Baker took Butler’s gun, placed him under arrest, and walked him across the street toward his cruiser   just as a police van drove by. The van hit Butler, knocking him to the ground but not causing any serious injuries. Witnesses believed the van struck Butler intentionally, and a “rock-throwing spree” involving fifty to seventy-five Black residents began. Baker left the scene of the nascent rebellion under a rain of rocks and bottles as the department mustered reinforcements. It took an hour before the “second trick B Platoon and riot-trained D Platoon personnel” arrived ready to do battle. In the interim, “sixty to seventy-five youths” broke the windows of several stores and walked away with merchandise from Maury’s Drugs and Wilson-Oak Hardware.[18]

The next night, at about nine thirty, the Columbus vice squad swooped down Main Street in the Black Wilson-Oak neighborhood, arresting nineteen people on gambling charges. Whether the goal of the police was to flex their muscle or to intentionally provoke violence, the mere sight of them drew the same response they received the previous night, with some twists. When the squad left the area to join a larger tactical force, a reported seventy-five residents walked down the block and proceeded to throw stones at passing cars and buses, but now they also smashed windows, looted a supermarket run by the Columbus Board of Education, and set fire to Topy’s Surplus Store after cleaning out its merchandise. In preparation for another night of violence on Saturday, the police department mobilized the special tactical force early so that it would be “ready to move into the area on a nightly basis immediately.”[19] The department was now better prepared to respond to the insurgency with a set of counterinsurgent tactics. But by then the rebellion had already ended.

The Hoboken Police Department would have struggled to suppress the rebellion in August 1970 without the assistance of the Jersey City Tactical Squad, whose fifty-five officers were trained in riot prevention techniques. The force marched down First Street, shoulder to shoulder with off-duty local police, clearing the area and ultimately restoring order. Hoping to prevent future unrest, the police department quickly established a Community Relations Board to handle the community’s demands. Staffed by six officers, the board operated out of a storefront office in the Black and Puerto Rican neighborhood.[20] A key development in the new national crime control strategy, neighborhood precincts were created in targeted communities of color. Perhaps the strategy was misguided from the start: neighborhood precincts, often established in storefronts, made patrols and surveillance easier and assigned officers took advantage, even though these precincts were intended to prevent violence that resulted directly from patrols and surveillance in the first place.

Hoboken police “believed that everything was working out well for all concerned,” at least until another rebellion struck one year later. On a Friday night in September 1971, three hundred people began throwing cans, bottles, and bricks at police following an arrest. Officers from the Jersey City Police and the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey Police arrived to help the Hoboken police cope with the situation. On Saturday, seventy-five officers in riot gear—including bulletproof vests, shotguns, and tear gas grenades—were ready when, as the Hudson Dispatch reported, “marauding bands of disgruntled Puerto Ricans” resumed the bottle throwing and the window smashing at around ten o’clock. The officers proceeded to arrest as many people as they could (forty-two in all over the two days) and ordered the participants to disperse. “Watch television, there’s a good movie on,” one policeman suggested to people in the streets.[21]

Law enforcement officials in Akron were outliers in recognizing, during the rebellion in August 1970, that the presence of police in the Black Wooster Avenue district only seemed to provoke violence further. “Black youths reacted angrily to the sight of patrol cars and uniformed officers,” in the words of an Akron Beacon Journal reporter. On Monday, August 10, Akron police arrived to break up a fight and were met with rock throwing that lasted for several hours. On Tuesday, “gangs of youth” started heaving concrete blocks in addition to the stones and bottles, causing more severe damage to cars and injuring five civilians and one police officer. On Wednesday, the rebellion exploded: one thousand people, mostly of junior high school age, came out throwing rocks and other objects. The police barricaded the area, “read the riot act,” and twenty officers fired a total of thirty-two tear gas grenades as they marched through the streets.[22]

After three nights of violence, police turned to a new strategy, one that made officers less visible to the rebels while still allowing them to maintain a strong presence in the area. On Thursday, August 13, police cruisers patrolled the perimeter of the neighborhood to keep the rebellion contained, and a plainclothes force was sent into the blockaded district. Withdrawing uniformed officers from a “riot zone” did not address the root causes of rebellion, of course, but it did appear to curb the violence. Save for a few scattered incidents and reports of civilians roaming the streets with walkie-talkies in hand, the night was tense but calm. Yet on Friday, the police department seemed to abandon the plan as more than one hundred officers confronted a gathering of Black residents after the city’s Soap Box Derby parade. According to local papers, “a property destruction spree by black youths” followed; the participants broke windows, stoned cars, looted auto parts stores and supermarkets, and set fire to a butcher shop and a car. Two firebombs were thrown at the Akron public library but did not ignite.[23] Perhaps if the Akron Police Department would have fully committed to deescalation in the troubled community, this spate of renewed violence would have been prevented.

A COMMON FEATURE of the cycle was the use of non-lethal gas, commonly referred to as tear gas. Officers threw grenades filled with either chloroacetophenone (CN), the tear gas most commonly used to quell rebellion, or o-chlorobenzylidene malononitrile (CS) or “super” tear gas. CS had been initially formulated in the late 1920s, but it became popular among US military and law enforcement officials during the 1960s to fight both the war on Vietnam and the War on Crime. The chemical weapon proved effective in pursuing the Vietcong through underground bunkers and tunnels, and in putting down rebellions in Black American neighborhoods. The use of tear gas in US overseas interventions correlated directly to its use at home: by 1969, the Department of Justice had facilitated the low-cost sale of more than seventy thousand gas masks to local law enforcement, along with other surplus military equipment including body armor, armored vehicles, and rifles.[24]

In a domestic setting, CN or CS gas was seen as a “measured” response to rebellion, a way to prevent violence without resorting to brutality. A combined total of some eighty-five Black residents had been killed by police or National Guardsmen during the rebellions in Watts, Newark, and Detroit alone, and riot-control methods came in for criticism. “Equipping civil police with automatic rifles, machine guns, and other weapons of massive and indiscriminate lethality is not warranted by evidence,” the Kerner Commission wrote in its 1968 report. “Weapons which are designed to destroy, not to control, have no place in densely populated urban communities.” But as an alternative to brute force, the commission and federal policymakers across the political spectrum agreed: “Chemical agents provide police forces with an effective and appropriate weapon.”[25] Now tear gas became a larger part of the police arsenal.

As a nonlethal means of exerting force on a crowd, tear gas offered an ideal technical solution to Black rebellion and the tendency among riot-control police to quickly draw their guns and start shooting. The chemical weapon produced immediate effects, incapacitating people for twenty to sixty seconds and causing, as the Army manual Military Chemistry and Chemical Agents described it, “extreme burning of the eyes accompanied by copious flow of tears, coughing, difficulty in breathing, and chest tightness, involuntary closing of the eyes, stinging sensations of moist skin, running nose, and dizziness or swimming of the head.” Although tear gas was thought to be harmless beyond the immediate effects, it is now understood that it can cause significant damage to the lungs, liver, and heart, yet it is still used as a crowd control device, and it is still held up as a humane alternative to violently arresting or shooting into crowds of people.[26]

Tear gas was the most frequent police response to rock-throwing protests during the rebellions after 1968 (and remains so today), whether involving a mere dozen or several hundred people, or more. If an angry crowd refused to go home, the chemical was guaranteed to get people moving. But it did not always succeed in quelling a revolt. On the second night of rebellion in Decatur, officers fired their service revolvers and shotguns in the air in an attempt to force a two-hundred-person crowd to retreat. Someone in the crowd responded by throwing a Molotov cocktail at a police cruiser, though it did not explode. Using loudspeakers, law enforcement ordered the crowd to disperse, but to no avail, so officers fogged the area with tear gas and arrested eleven people. With their eyes burning and their throats clogged, the participants still managed to hit several squad cars with rocks and bricks before the night was over.[27]

Throwing gas grenades at people had the tendency to create violence even if the purpose was to end it. When hundreds of teenagers in Albuquerque’s Roosevelt Park started throwing rocks at police during the June 1971 rebellion, the police fired their pistols in the air and threw CS gas grenades, but still had no choice but to back away as the crowd grew to more than one thousand strong. With the officers gone, people in the crowd overturned and set fire to their cruisers. They did the same to a van belonging to the New Mexico Rangers, a citizens’ patrol group dating back to the nineteenth century. The crowd smashed the doors to the city commission room at City Hall, started a small fire inside it with a Molotov cocktail, and lit firecrackers on nearby streets. Police stationed on top of the nine-story building threw tear gas grenades at the crowd in response, ultimately clearing the area.[28] The tear gas proved to be only a temporary solution, however.

During the second day of the Albuquerque rebellion, as a “roving mob” marched east on the city’s main street, breaking windows, flipping cars, and looting stores, more than two hundred National Guardsmen, who had been waiting in the wings since the morning, gathered across the street from Roosevelt Park. People threw rocks and firebombs in their direction. Soon a three-quarter-ton truck with a loudspeaker appeared. A police officer stepped out of it with a microphone, and read aloud from a piece of paper, over and over again: “Leave this area immediately. You are violating the law. If you do not leave, you will be removed forcibly. We do not wish to hurt you, but we will in order to protect lives and property.”[29] The crowd in Roosevelt Park shouted back and held their ground, and the Guardsmen lined up down the road: two armies squaring off for combat.

In Indianapolis during the 1969 uprising, rock throwing and firebombing on Friday night became looting and sniper fire on Saturday. Law enforcement officials prepared for the second night by sending 295 officers to patrol the Lockefield Gardens area, with another seventy-five sheriff’s deputies and one hundred state troopers standing by. After one hundred fifty people gathered in front of the Newbauer clothing store in the heart of the neighborhood—some ripped off the security mesh, smashed its windows, and began to loot it—police and snipers began to shoot at one another. Someone fired from the roof of Lockefield Gardens and hit Detective Al Watkins, grazing his forehead, and twenty-two-year-old Black resident Andrew Martin was shot in the leg during the crossfire. (Martin was later arrested, from his hospital bed, for resisting arrest and disorderly conduct.) The sniping eventually forced the police to withdraw until another technology used in Vietnam appeared: a helicopter illuminated the rooftops of Lockefield Gardens with its landing lights to expose the snipers, who soon withdrew. By the time the rebellion was over, two officers had been injured in addition to Watkins. Beyond Martin, the only non-police officer with a gunshot wound, the local newspapers did not report how many Black residents were hurt by police. Such facts rarely made it into the newspapers, but the names, ages, and addresses of those arrested did.[30]

Sniping was another common feature of the cycle, less familiar and more shocking today than tear gas. If civilians started shooting during a rebellion, they usually did so after the opening rock throwing phase and when officers returned to the “troubled area” with their riot sticks, helmets, shotguns, and an armored vehicle if the department had one on hand. Sniping was overreported and was frequently invoked by those who claimed that America was on the verge of chaos and race war, but in some places, it was, in fact, the main expression of collective violence. Policymakers and law enforcement officials were convinced that snipers intended to kill police indiscriminately, yet, given the relatively low number of police officers who died by sniper fire, it appears to have served as an intimidation tactic more than anything.

Black residents in Carver Ranches, Florida, rebelled primarily with sniper fire in late September 1969, weeks after the “near riot” that resulted when the sheriff’s deputy attempted to take the young rock thrower to jail. On Thursday, September 25, a group of Black men were working on a car at the home of Eugene “Dino” Jones and his family. Two white youths approached and looked under the hood, claiming the header pipe belonged to them. The car’s owner, Curtis Green, had purchased the header pipe and had a bill of sale to prove it. The white boys left, reported the “crime,” and returned with a sheriff’s deputy and an officer from the nearby city of Hollywood. “It didn’t make any difference that Curtis had proof he bought the parts,” said twenty-three-year-old Carol Bohler, one of the young Black men on Jones’s lawn. Law enforcement “towed his car away.” [31] As Bohler told it, the police were the thieves, having stolen Green’s car on the white youths’ word and in the face of documentary evidence.

A crowd gathered outside Jones’s home, and young people began throwing rocks at the police cars. “Most of us men were trying to stop the kids from throwing stones,” Bohler recalled, “but some of them kept on.” Beyond a few strikes on the head with police nightsticks, no one was seriously injured. According to Bohler and other witnesses, after most of the police left the scene, a Pembroke Park officer remained stationed on the block. The officer got out of his car, rested his arm on the hood and shot at Jones’s house with his pistol multiple times. “At first I thought it was blanks, until I heard a bullet that was parked in the yard,” Bohler said. “I was scared for my little kids in that house,” who ranged in age from nine months to three years old, “and Dino Jones’ old grandmother, who was there baby-sitting.”[32]

Two hours later, at around ten o’clock, snipers riddled a number of patrol cars and the Pembroke Park police station with .38- and .22-caliber bullets and shotgun pellets. “You could hear the pellets bouncing off the station,” a desk sergeant said. “Then somebody cut down with a rifle or an automatic pistol with hollow points and all hell broke loose.” More than one hundred officers came to the scene, some of them riding, along with Florida Governor Claude Kirk, in the Highway Patrol’s armored riot prevention vehicle, nicknamed the “Monster Machine.” The County had produced a “show of force to let them know we mean business,” in Sheriff Ed Stack’s words. The gunshots continued into the night, though no one was seriously injured.[33]

In some instances, the army of cops, the warning shots, the tear gas, and the return fire from police succeeded in bringing rebellion to an end. At other times, these escalatory tactics led the crowd to break into smaller groups, making it harder for police to find them even as they continued the violence and property destruction. A line from the Fort Wayne Journal-Gazette captures the game of hide-and-seek that frequently resulted: “Police were kept busy chasing down roving gangs of young Negroes, some on foot and some in cars, who threw rocks at windows of cars and stores and quickly disappeared.” Participants remained one step ahead of the police, shattering the windows of nearby stores and taking televisions, stereos, whiskey, and clothes. In Columbus, by the time police “platoons” were positioned in the spot where fifty to seventy-five youths had gathered minutes before, the “troublemakers” were gone. The next night, as soon as police stationed marksmen on the roofs in the area and sent their four-man cars out on patrol, the participants—a reported three hundred fifty at that point—had disappeared.[34]

The cycle could be ended through police action, whether overbearing or shrewdly de-escalatory. It could end when the crowd had spent its energy. It could also be brought to an end by ministers, community leaders, and radical activists, who often acted as important intermediaries between participants and the police. In Akron, Willie Clark of the United Services For All organization and local reverend Willie Jackson walked the streets in order to keep young people “in line,” while simultaneously asking law enforcement to exercise compassion for the participants, many of whom lived in impoverished households. Meanwhile, the Poor People’s Headquarters, which remained open twenty-four hours a day during the rebellion, put out a leaflet titled “Message to a Black Man,” which discouraged “members of the black community from engaging in violence for fear of damage and loss of life” and asked the police to “use all human passion possible if young people are found in unlawful situations.”[35] These organizations and leaders did not condone the actions of the participants, but they also vociferously critiqued how police responded to community violence with ever-increasing violence on their own part.

In Indianapolis, four Black activists reportedly came to the defense of a white reporter after he was hit in the head by an angry resident. “Hey man, leave this guy alone. He’s all right,” said one of the peacekeepers. For their efforts, Indianapolis Deputy Police Chief Raymond J. Strattan praised the tenant leaders of Lockefield Gardens as well   as the Black Panther Party for “exerting a calming influence on the crowd” after the Lockefield Big 10 Mart was firebombed during the first night of rebellion. Mayor Richard G. Lugar noted that many Black residents “were instrumental in encouraging the crowd that gathered to disperse.”[36] Community residents, in Indianapolis and many other cities, were just as if not more successful than police in restoring peace and preventing injury. The police wanted to enforce the law and restore order. The peacekeepers wanted everyone to be safe.

THE  AFTERMATHS OF a cycle of police violence and rebellion varied greatly from situation to situation and depended largely on how local authorities responded to Black demands. Even if law enforcement officials tended to pathologize rebellion by labeling participants “hoodlums” and attributing the violence to “a bunch of troublemakers” or “outside influences,” many city officials and journalists tried to identify deeper causes. Participants and residents consistently stressed that policing strategies in general, and the way officers treated youth of color in particular, set off the rebellions. “It’s those young cops who cause the trouble. They come in with their guns drawn just looking to use them,” a young male participant told a Decatur Review reporter. “All they’re looking for is an excuse to shove you around or to use that gun. When they come in here, it’s ‘boy’ this and ‘boy’ that.”[37]

The “double standard” of law enforcement was clear to this teenage boy, whose views may well have been shaped not only by his own experience but by the civil rights and Black Power movements, which provided him and other young people with language to understand such slights. The Decatur police let the white drag racers get away with the illicit activity. “Like you think, they’ll ever arrest those white guys dragging on Eldorado?” a Black racer charged. “You ever see all those white guys sitting in their cars parked in drive-ins or the car washes along there? Just let some black guys do that and the police move right in,” he said. “Man, if the police spent as much time on Eldorado as they do here, there’d be no dragging there.” And when Black and white drag racers competed against each other, “it’s the black that’ll get the ticket and arrest. That’s the way it always happens for those white guys get off free.” The answer to the problem, as the young man saw it, was to “build a drag strip and to leave us alone.”[38] The drag racing had never caused an accident, and very few residents complained. Ending the violence would be easy: provide recreational spaces, free from excessive policing, to young people.

In Decatur and other cities, rebellions opened up conversations about the long-standing problem of police brutality. Horace B. Livingston Jr., president of the Decatur Association for Black Action, underscored the drag racers’ claims. According to Livingston, police officers beat people “without provocation,” they invaded people’s homes, and they used mace “indiscriminately and without warning.” When residents attempted to file formal complaints against the offending officers, law enforcement officials refused to accept them. In the face of such allegations, local politicians celebrated the police department for its handling of the situation. “Officers should be commended for not overreacting,” Councilman Charles W. Gallagher proclaimed. It was a slap in the face. “Now, we know where we stand in Decatur, and it’s at the bottom,” Livingston told a reporter. “We will act accordingly in the future.”[39]

With law enforcement officials dismissing Black residents’ grievances, Decatur’s local Human Relations Commission took steps to put a response system in place. A week after the rebellion, members voted unanimously to establish a hotline out of the city’s Community Relations office that would record complaints and follow up on claims about police violence. Police officials bristled at the idea. Police Chief Harold Lindsten said the hotline was “unnecessary.” He suggested the commission members were “acting on rumors” and were “not trained to handle” such matters. Although Lindsten indicated that he had a number of complaints “sitting on my desk” from the two days of disturbances, he refused to comment on them to a reporter.[40]

Officials elsewhere sometimes frankly acknowledged police violence and promised action. “I know we have police brutality in Albuquerque,” Lieutenant Governor Robert Mondragon said at a rally attended by four hundred people in Roosevelt Park the day after the Albuquerque rebellion began, and where chants of “Chicano Power” and “People Power” could be heard. “Police brutality is not alleged—it is factual.” Mondragon and Attorney General David Norvell pledged to work with city officials to address longstanding grievances. In Hoboken, the mayor, police chief, and other state and city officials sat down with five Puerto Rican community leaders for a five-hour meeting at the Holiday Inn in Jersey City as the rebellion continued into its second night. Hoboken Prosecutor Geoffrey Gaulkin agreed to release thirty-three people who were arrested during the unrest to the custody of an attorney selected by Puerto Rican residents. Gaulkin also assured the community leaders that he would investigate allegations of police brutality in connection with the uprising. In return, the leaders pledged to discuss the agreement with their constituents and take steps to prevent rebellion in the future.[41]

At times, residents brought the root causes to the fore before a rebellion burned out or was put down. In the middle of the violence in Akron, Black residents went to municipal officials and law enforcement to make their case. Akron Mayor John Ballard called a meeting with twenty Black businessmen, government officials, and social service agents to “find out what you people can do to help stop these kids from continuing their rampage.” The Black elite offered little advice on how to keep the young people off the streets, and the meeting went nowhere until “four black militants entered the room,” as the Akron Beacon Journal described them, and the tone of the conversation changed.[42]

The militants had an answer: social services. “The black youth relate to certain cultural projects like bands, speakers, and programs they can understand,” they explained, calling for an investment into the young people who were outside throwing rocks. “Mr. Mayor, we can play basketball only for so long.” Police Chief Harry Whiddon asked the militants, all of them young Black men, why “innocent citizens were being stoned?” The militants explained that the causes were routine police harassment, the dearth of recreational facilities accessible to Black youth outside of basketball courts, “200 years of repression and frustration from the white man,” and a lack of jobs. “Everybody’s been turned down this summer for employment.”[43]

The question, from the militants, was how Mayor Ballard and other officials would respond “when this rebellion” was over. “Will we just be told to shuffle back to the basketball courts, Mr. Mayor?” Ballard asked for their patience. He couldn’t work miracles “for you or for anyone else in the city. There is no one who can wave a magic wand and get rid of the problems,” he said, condescending and firm. “It takes planning and hard work with people facing the hard realities of life.” The mayor made no promises for change and refused to negotiate, but he seemed open to the idea of cultural programs, which would be less costly and disruptive than the other proposals.[44]

Three days after the sniping in Carver Ranches, Robbie Brayboy, the Secretary of the Carver Ranches Homeowners Association, called a meeting with city officials from the surrounding communities of Hollywood, Miramar, and Pembroke Park, as well as Broward County Sheriff Ed Stack. Residents wanted to give their side of the story, which was that police started everything by shooting “into a house full of children,” as resident Ellen Sears charged. The meeting also presented Brayboy and others with an opportunity to ask for better police protection (“without the accompanying harassment”), better recreational facilities, and basic public works. “You are the ones who put a man  on the moon in a decade and it’s taken 20 years to get one water pipe into this area,” twenty-one-year-old Joseph Smith said. “Clean this place up.”[45]

THE CYCLE BEGAN WITH the police, who moved through the ghettos of America “like an occupying soldier in a bitterly hostile country,” as James Baldwin had observed in 1960, so that their very presence—their perceived callousness to the inequality around them—felt violent in itself.[46] An unnecessary encounter between police and young Black and Brown residents, or an arrest, could tip into community violence. This almost always took the form of rock throwing, initially. In response, police reinforcements dressed in riot gear and carrying high-grade rifles financed by the federal government threw tear gas grenades at the crowds. Often the rebellion would turn more violent from there, with shooting and sniping, firebombing, and arrests. The cycle could play out for multiple nights before the rebellion came to an end in one way or another, followed by some attempts, however meager, to at least look at deeper causes.

As the cycle played out in cities large and small across the United States between 1968 and 1972, it set in motion dynamics between residents in communities of color and police for decades to come, laying the foundation for “zero tolerance” and “broken windows” policing characterized by the aggressive enforcement of misdemeanors in order to prevent future disorder. (Well before the early 1980s, when the “broken windows” theory emerged as the guiding principle of modern American law enforcement, actual broken windows that resulted from political violence could be found in cities across the country). As rebellions persisted after 1972, although not with the frequency of those in the immediate post-King era, the cycle remained unbroken, further demonstrating that aggressive policing tends to incite violence, especially when residents are protesting the very thing they are then subjected to.

Rebellion was a consequence of the all too predictable presence of the police. The late 1960s and early 1970s were the crucible years—the period when the War on Crime pumped resources in police departments and dramatically escalated surveillance, harassment, and violence in American cities. Each element in the cycle had distinctive origins, actors, and strategies on both sides. And without understanding each element in turn, it is impossible to begin to understand this era of rebellion or its persistent legacy.
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THE PROJECTS
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A group of residents in the Pyramid Courts housing project in Cairo, Illinois, gathers for a protest. (From On the Battlefield: Cairo, Illinois, ed. Robert Sutherland, 1970)

THE TOP OF THE Mississippi River levee in Cairo, Illinois, offered a panoramic view of the west side of the Pyramid Courts housing project. On the last day of March 1969, white men stood on the levee, sixty feet in the air, with guns in their hands. The community they surveilled stretched a mere two blocks long and one block wide. The two thousand people living in it, roughly half of the city’s Black residents, occupied twenty wood-framed buildings, all in need of a fresh paint job.[1] A rail yard sat between the levee and Pyramid Courts, and a train crew happened to be milling about that evening. When the shooting began at around ten o’clock, residents in Pyramid Courts reached for their guns. Some rushed outside to shoot out the dozen or so streetlights in the project to prevent themselves from being illuminated to their attackers.

The shot-out streetlights went unfixed, and Pyramid Courts remained completely dark at night for years. But this was just as well. Residents would turn off the lamps in their apartments when the sun went down, or they would board up their windows. Children would do homework in the darkness. “It was hard to study without lights,” Harry Lee Williams remembered of his childhood in Pyramid Courts, “and it certainly hampered our social lives.” When it was deemed safe enough, Williams and his friends would play in the project’s basketball court, practicing their jump shots under the glow of the moon and a streetlamp a few blocks away that cast some light toward the hoop. The only way players could tell if they made a basket was if they heard a clinking from the chain basketball net. “Sometimes we’d be arguing about what kind of sound it made. “That went in the hole!” “No, it hit the front of the chain.”[2] Williams and his friends learned to improvise, as did everyone else in Pyramid Courts, from that day in March 1969 until the shooting finally stopped three years later.

Located on the fringes of Cairo, Pyramid Courts had been built in an area vulnerable to flooding, on the exact spot where formerly enslaved people were kept in a contraband camp under the Union army’s watch. Its construction and that of the other, white housing project in Cairo, Elmwood Place, began in 1939 when the Federal Housing Authority broke ground on new public housing across the country as part of the New Deal. The white elites who controlled the Cairo Housing Authority intended the two projects to be wholly segregated, down to their names: “Pyramid Courts for Africa,” “Elmwood Place for the White American Dream.” Authorities selected an uptown location for Elmwood Place, between Thirty-Seventh and Fortieth Streets, around the corner from the grand Victorian mansions that evoked Cairo’s glory days in the decades after the Civil War, when steamboats still plied the Mississippi. For appearances’ sake, work crews occasionally cleaned up the brick homes in Elmwood, a courtesy the city’s Housing Authority did not extend to its Black tenants in Pyramid Courts. By the late 1960s, the apartments in Pyramid Courts were decaying: plumbing failed, ceilings cracked, and roaches and rats proliferated. Tenants had to pay for all repairs with their own money. Families unknowingly drank water contaminated with lead. Conditions in Elmwood Place were only slightly better, but its white residents didn’t have to worry about getting shot while they went about their lives. Many Black and white Cairo residents could not even secure an apartment in the subpar public housing. Since 1960, only nine new houses were built and two hundred were torn down in the city, leaving 45.8 percent of all residents in Cairo in deteriorating homes. During the 1960s and 1970s, Cairo consistently ranked first among Illinois cities in the proportion of residents living in poverty, second in the number of people living in sub-standard housing, and third in its levels of unemployment.[3]

Pyramid Courts had been at the center of the rebellion that began on July 17, 1967, just as the flames in Newark had subsided and exactly a week before Detroit exploded. After two days of firebombings and shooting between Black residents on one side and the police and white vigilantes on the other, Mayor Lee P. Stenzel called a three hour meeting with eight young community leaders who lived in the project—during which, as the New York Times reported, “City officials and rebellious Negroes exchanged shouts.” The night before, one hundred National Guardsmen had patrolled the perimeter of the all-Black community, armed with M1 rifles. Now, in the light of day, the young Black activists sat with city council members, law enforcement authorities, and representatives of the state Migrant Council, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and the Illinois Commission on Human Relations in a smoke-filled second-story room in the project’s administrative building.[4]

The rebellion was in response to the infrastructure of racial oppression in a town where Black residents, numbering about thirty-eight hundred in total, constituted just under half of the population and yet were locked out of political and economic institutions by design. “We are fighting this discrimination—this economic thing,” thirty-year-old Johnny Brantley explained. “This is not Black Power but Negro strategy,” twenty-seven-year-old Willie Bingham said. “We need jobs, we got a right to live, same as you people.”[5] The eight young men demanded an end to police brutality. They wanted representation in city hall, in the fire department, and in the police department. They wanted jobs in Cairo’s industries, its banks, its stores, and its public utilities, all places where Black residents  were  only hired as janitors, if at all. They asked for an overhaul of Pyramid Courts. “Negroes are living in shacks,” they said of the rotting row houses with yards of mud where the city’s other half lived, crammed together. “We goin’ to keep fighting until we get something around here,” Bingham threatened.[6]

Hoping to prevent widespread destruction, Stenzel promised more jobs for Black residents, the hiring of Black police and firemen (there was only one Black officer on Cairo’s twenty-person police force, and there were no Black firemen), and to enforce nondiscrimination in hiring (all fifty-five employees of the city-owned public utility companies were white). The mayor pledged to “keep the peace no matter who it hurts,” but expressed reservations about meeting the demands the young community leaders had put forth. Stenzel told the press that city hall would “see what in the world we can do and how. But, doggone it, you can’t just shove things like this down people’s throats.”[7] The Black representatives had asked for too much, too soon.

Many of the young men in the room had been involved in civil rights struggles in Cairo since the early 1960s, and they were  tired   of waiting. Fieldworkers from the SNCC (including John Lewis, who would go on to speak at the March on Washington the following year) had trained activists and advised on an integration campaign in Cairo in the summer of 1962. Working with the local NAACP and the SNCC chapter in nearby Carbondale, sixteen-year-old Charles Koen organized Black high school students and Pyramid Courts residents into the Cairo Nonviolent Freedom Committee. Under the SNCC’s guidance, seventy-five Black students held sit-ins at restaurants and formed picket lines. They were assaulted, sprayed with fire hoses, and stabbed by white people, just like their counterparts in the South.[8]

Soon after, the Freedom Committee launched “Operation Open City” to desegregate the city’s swimming pool, roller rink, youth center, barbershops, and churches through direct action. The Cairo police threw as many of the young protesters in jail as they could, including Koen and Lewis. The committee shifted strategies, moving from direct action to civil suits against the swimming pool and the roller rink for denying admission to Black patrons; they won both cases. Koen and a group of thirty-eight students went to the rink, which was owned by Cairo police officer Billy Thistlewood, to test whether their victory in court would actually make a difference. The students were attacked by white men with bicycle chains, lead pipes, and baseball bats, and Koen and others ended up in the hospital. Meanwhile, rather than open the pool to Black swimmers following the lawsuit, the owners simply closed the facility, boarding up its doors and windows, and filling the pool with concrete, effectively making it a monument to racism in downtown Cairo.[9]

The 1962 desegregation campaign did at least succeed in integrating Cairo’s restaurants and stores, but Black residents remained disproportionately unemployed and underemployed. The fires and the shooting in 1967 presented a new opportunity to draw attention to root causes and force change. Maybe the outcome would be different five years after the initial burst of protests; the city’s young Black people could point to new civil rights protections and their own growing militancy as reasons for optimism.

During the 1967 rebellion, with the protests and beatings of his high school days behind him, Koen, then twenty-one years old, boldly asserted to the mayor and other local officials at the meeting in Pyramid Courts: “We have seventy-two hours to meet this emergency.” If the city did nothing, Brantley cautioned the city officials, “The next thing you know, Cairo will look like Rome burning down.”[10]

Chesley Willis, the sheriff of Alexander County, snorted in response: “You haven’t got 10 percent of your own people who will back you.” To him, Koen, Brantley, and the other activists were nothing more than extortionists, lacking the power to back up their threats and hiding behind a moralist rhetoric of racism to justify violence.

“If these demands are not met in seventy-two hours, you’ll find out how many are backing us,” Willie Hollis replied.[11]

“If that happens, you’ll find out how many white extremists there are here,” the sheriff warned. The demands Koen, Hollis, and the other young leaders made were not met (the Cairo Retail Merchants Association and the Chamber of Commerce did agree to send letters to their members recommending they hire Black workers), and the city’s “white extremists” mobilized.[12] The 1967 rebellion came to an end after a total of three days, burning out on its own. Immediately after, white residents founded a vigilante group called the “Committee of Ten Million” to protect their
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