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tyre nichols, george floyd, Breonna Taylor, Laquan McDonald, 
Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and a horrifyingly long list of other African 
American citizens have died at the hands of policemen in the opening dec-
ades of the twenty-first century. These killings reflect a century-old police 
practice of using deadly force against African Americans. During the decades 
after World War I, New Orleans law enforcers, for example, fatally shot 
Louis Joseph, Percy Thompson, Charles Handy, Wilbert Moore, and dozens 
of other African American men. Police officers during both eras beat, tor-
tured, and killed African Americans at dramatically higher rates than whites 
and more often employed coercion to extract confessions, shot unarmed sus-
pects, and deployed preemptive deadly force during arrests. These practices 
bred—and continue to breed—gaping racial disparities in American crimi-
nal justice, inflicting searing social and political ruptures on the nation. 
Trends in police violence are not identical in the two periods, but they are 
chillingly similar, grounded in systemic racial discrimination. Bluecoated 
Terror explores the early twentieth-century roots of modern police 
brutality.1

It focuses on racialized criminal justice in the interwar South because this 
was a formative era for the institutionalization of such violence. Racialized 
police brutality was not new a century ago, though it increased significantly 
and assumed new forms during the decades after World War I. Before the 
Great War, white civilians, as slave patrollers, night riders, and lynchers, com-
mitted the lion’s share of interracial murders, but cops rapidly supplanted 
them during the 1920s and 1930s.2 Every form of police violence, from aggres-
sive searches to murders, soared and became commonplace components  
of urban law enforcement, forging a racial disparity in brutality that has 
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persisted and that roils twenty-first-century America. The rate of fatal police 
shootings of African Americans, for example, swelled to five times the white 
level during the interwar period and has narrowed but remains far higher. 
Thus, examining the early institutionalization of this race-based gap sheds 
light on modern police brutality and especially on the crucial blurring of race 
control and law-and-order policing. For early twentieth-century white 
Southerners, and many others across the nation, violent police methods for 
preserving white supremacy seemed justified and consistent with the rule of 
law. One hundred years ago, racial brutality became baked into the core 
operation of law enforcement and criminal justice. Echoes of this elision of 
racial dominance and law and order lingered long after Jim Crow waned and 
continue to haunt modern America.

Racial disparities in criminal justice grew rapidly in the interwar South 
and metastasized across the nation. These differentials became more pro-
nounced and virulent with the modernization of the American police, the 
expanding authority of prosecutors, and the increasing use of prisons, rather 
than rough justice, to punish those perceived to be challenging racial custom 
and disrupting order.3 Before the Great War, patrolmen typically inflicted 
punishment on suspected criminals and suspicious individuals, clubbing 
them with their billies.4 When cops arrested suspects, grand juries rarely 
returned indictments and prosecutors seldom filed charges and secured few 
convictions. Even for the most heinous felonies, three-quarters of offenders 
escaped punishment of any sort. The crime surveys of the 1920s exposed the 
amateurish, feeble state of American criminal justice and unleashed a wave 
of legal reform and expansion.5 Throughout the nation, but particularly in 
the South, the municipal police quickly gained greater responsibility  
for controlling crime but also for managing racial order. With this early 
twentieth-century shift, formal criminal justice institutions became mecha-
nisms for preserving a white definition of “law and order,” and race-based 
differentials in law enforcement widened. Cops, more than self-appointed 
white sentinels, assumed tasks of controlling criminals and African American 
citizens.

Early twentieth-century Southern police officers, still nearly all white, 
embraced a worldview consisting of a series of overlapping binaries. They 
divided society into crude blocks, categorizing citizens as good or bad, honest 
or deceitful, respectable or dangerous, orderly or disruptive, law abiding or 
criminal, and white or Black. Moreover, these binaries elided. According to 
early twentieth-century ethnographers, Southern cops believed that good 
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people were honest, respectable, orderly, law abiding, and white, whereas bad 
people were deceitful, dangerous, disruptive, criminal, and usually African 
American.6 Insisting that their mandate was to serve the needs of the first 
group, police officers saw African Americans as menacing, lying, violent 
predators, and they defended law and order and safeguarded social stability 
accordingly. Jim Crow reshaped the operation of the legal system when cops 
replaced vigilantes and prisons supplanted street justice as punishment. And 
policemen and prosecutors established and cemented their authority with 
voters, virtually all white in the heyday of disfranchisement, by preserving 
this racialized conception of social order and, hence, targeting African 
Americans.

Southern racial violence has deep historical roots, but a seismic shift 
occurred during the first half of the twentieth century, redefining American 
law enforcement and criminal justice. Police brutality emerged as the pri-
mary method of safeguarding racial dominance, rapidly supplanting rough 
justice. The latter did not disappear but contracted sharply. White Americans, 
particularly in the urban South, increasingly relied on law enforcers to but-
tress white supremacy. Police violence and mob violence shifted in opposite 
directions. During the first three decades of the twentieth century, the 
number of lynchings plunged by 81.7 percent, while police homicide surged.7 
In New Orleans, for example, cops began to commit the overwhelming 
majority of white-on-Black homicides. At the start of the new century, civil-
ians committed nearly three-fourths of these murders. By the early 1930s, 
policemen killed two-thirds of African American residents murdered by 
white New Orleanians. In a three-decade span, the civilian white-on-Black 
homicide rate contracted by 70.9 percent.8 Interracial violence assumed a 
different form, for the rate of police white-on-Black killings more than dou-
bled. Nonlethal racial violence changed in comparable ways. Parallel shifts 
occurred in Memphis, Atlanta, Birmingham, Mobile, and throughout the 
urban South.9 In the largest cities, with the most developed legal institutions, 
the transformation occurred fastest and most completely. In smaller towns 
and rural areas, the process was more protracted, and formal and informal 
mechanisms of race control overlapped. “Once the classic method was the 
rope. Now it is the policeman’s bullet,” a civil rights activist explained.10 This 
“present lynching technique,” according to a Birmingham observer, “has all 
but superceded [sic] the old method of lynching.”11 Police violence against 
African American residents became an “accepted practice,” a New Orleans 
writer lamented.12
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Reflecting the new role of the state, racial disparities in arrests, indict-
ments, convictions, incarcerations, and executions soared as well. The toxic 
blend of aggressive policing and racialized law enforcement also encouraged 
the increasing use of force to extract confessions from African American 
suspects, even after the 1931 publication of the attorney general’s Wickersham 
Commission report ignited a national scandal over the use of sadistic third-
degree interrogation tactics.13 These practices channeled skyrocketing num-
bers of African American suspects into criminal courts and then prisons, 
which, in turn, generated seemingly objective social-scientific evidence to 
support stereotypical associations of race and criminality.14

Racialized police brutality became an intentional, coherent law enforce-
ment strategy in the urban South during the decades after the Great War, no 
longer operating as an informal, individual practice. To be sure, some patrol-
men and detectives remained especially violent, but the wider use of brutality 
to manage race relations and maintain an overtly racialized notion of social 
stability and public safety became formalized and a “standard procedure.”15 
Police brutality assumed a central role in the preservation of “law and order.” 
Prosecutors, elected officials, and police leaders encouraged violent methods, 
while most white Southerners—and most white Americans—endorsed such 
an approach to crime fighting and protecting law-abiding (white) citizens. 
“Negroes are Negroes to police officers. All are regarded as potential crimi-
nals. Clubs, guns, and public opinion uphold the ‘law’ in cases of Brutality 
to Negroes,” a Birmingham editor observed.16 By the 1930s, violence against 
African Americans changed from an ad hoc, civilian practice to an estab-
lished law enforcement strategy. Moreover, Southern mayors, police chiefs, 
and district attorneys not only tolerated beating and wantonly shooting 
African American men, they defended such violence as justified and consis-
tent with the rule of law. Defining targeted police brutality as a necessary, 
lawful activity institutionalized racialized violence, embedding it in the core 
mission of the American criminal justice system.

This transformation was more calculated and purposeful than merely 
operating as a by-product of long-standing racial attitudes. To the contrary, 
policymakers, cops, and criminal justice officials explained and defended 
their racialized practices, especially reserving brutality for African American 
suspects. Simply put, African Americans were criminals, a linkage that 
blended well-entrenched white assumptions about race with the social- 
science research of the era.17 The elision invoked early twentieth-century 
scientific racism to explain and justify the anxieties of Southerners who 
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insisted that the early Great Migration flooded cities with vicious predators 
and thus endangered good, honest, decent, respectable, law-abiding white 
residents.18 The police had to protect them and employ unflinching methods 
to preserve law and order.

In the eyes of white Southerners, one sociologist explained in 1940, 
“Negroes are just ‘natural killers.’ ”19 White editors echoed this view. New 
Orleans journalists, for example, maintained that African Americans com-
mitted the lion’s share of violence in the city. “Most of the murders in New 
Orleans,” the New Orleans Item reported in 1924, “are committed by 
negroes.”20 Many white residents often expressed this view in more unvar-
nished ways. A Louisiana lawyer, for instance, attributed violent crime to 
“murderous n-----s” and “baboons.”21

When homicide rates surged during the 1920s, white city dwellers insisted 
that African Americans had laid siege to their communities, placing them in 
dire danger. The nation’s murder rate swelled by 19.2 percent between 1920 
and 1925. In Southern cities, it surged much more, rising by 52 percent in 
Memphis, 120 percent in Nashville, and 139.2 percent in New Orleans. The 
region had four-fifths of the nation’s most murderous urban centers, and 
white residents claimed that African American newcomers were responsible 
for the violence. “The increase,” the New Orleans Times-Picayune argued, “is 
all on the side of the negroes.”22 “Were it not for the colored murders,” the 
city’s police superintendent explained, “New Orleans and the entire South 
would have an excellent record.”23 Similarly, a Birmingham observer con-
cluded that the stratospheric violence was “due to the large per cent of 
Negroes in these Southern cities.”24

White Southerners—the electorate in the region—demanded that the 
police protect them from these predators and employ any means necessary to 
do so. Due-process protections and constitutional restrictions on the use of 
torture and coercion in law enforcement, they charged, undermined crime 
fighting, endangering law-abiding citizens. Legal constraints on police 
authority “coddled” murderers and rapists. In order to safeguard constitu-
tional order, cops must be granted “license” to employ aggressive methods of 
preserving law and order, including third-degree interrogations and the 
preemptive use of deadly force.25 By virtue of their criminality, criminals 
sacrificed their rights to due process and legal prohibitions against police 
brutality. White government officials, newspaper editors, community lead-
ers, and voters explicitly exempted some segments of the population from 
legal guardrails. Their notions of social order and law-abiding citizens 
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included only white Americans. Suspected criminals and dangerous  
people—African Americans—were not entitled to civil liberties.26 Cops 
could beat, torture, coerce confessions from, and shoot African Americans 
without in any way violating the law or the constitution. “Commonsense 
justice” dictated that some democratic rights did not extend to these 
Americans.27 In the age of Jim Crow—and beyond—racialized police vio-
lence operated in the faithful service of the rule of law.

From the distance of a century, the idea of selective, situational constitu-
tional rights and protections seems unimaginable. Recent events, however, 
also led many Americans to question the boundaries of constitutional rights. 
According to legal scholars and political scientists, people who genuinely 
supported free speech and rejected the use of torture in interrogations often 
wavered about affording such protections to suspected terrorists after the 9/11 
Twin Towers attacks, just as many mid-twentieth-century Americans had 
insisted that communists and suspected spies sacrificed their due-process 
rights.28 These more recent examples are not parallel to systemic racial 
oppression in the age of Jim Crow, but they illustrate the tension between an 
abstract commitment to constitutional protections and perceived emergen-
cies and crises. Believing that they were under siege from criminals, interwar 
white Southerners often saw themselves as civilized and fair-minded but 
demonstrated no reluctance to grant police officers the discretion and author-
ity to beat, bludgeon, torture, and even kill African Americans in the name 
of law and order and the defense of public safety.

Early twentieth-century Southern whites’ willingness to deny fundamen-
tal civil rights to African Americans reshaped law enforcement. Because this 
was the era when police departments expanded and modernized, a racialized 
construction of criminal justice, complete with race-based limitations on 
legal and constitutional protections, became normalized. If the mandate of 
cops was to preserve public order, and if the “public” consisted exclusively of 
white residents, the police possessed free rein to beat and brutalize African 
Americans.

Disfranchisement undergirded this formulation of the rule of law. Often 
relying on nominally race-neutral policies and rules, such as the use of 
“understanding clauses” and literacy tests, whites systematically suppressed 
African American voting and monopolized political control. On the eve of 
World War II, for example, African American New Orleanians comprised 
30.3 percent of the population but 0.38 percent of eligible voters. Whites 
denied them the core rights and privileges of citizenship. In 1944, the sociolo-
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gist Gunnar Myrdal explained that “just as they are practically voteless in the 
South, Negroes there have a minimum of what we have called ‘legal jus-
tice.’ ”29 “Southern courthouses,” an ethnographer noted, operated as the 
“bulwark of white supremacy.”30

Ironically, the brutal, unrestrained treatment of African American resi-
dents enhanced police authority and legitimacy in the eyes of Southern 
whites. Demagogic politicians and criminal justice officials exploited white 
fears of racial turmoil, reminding them that violent policing safeguarded 
law-abiding residents from the ravages of African American predators. 
Likewise, brutal, murderous cops insisted that their methods eliminated 
dangerous predators and hence protected decent, innocent white residents. 
When police officers thus argued that their tactics reflected the values and 
served the needs of white residents, what legal scholars and psychologists call 
“normative alignment,” white Southerners believed that cops were fair, 
responsible, and had earned capacious discretionary authority, regardless of 
legal and constitutional constraints.31 White residents increasingly ceded 
race control to police officers and supported cops who beat, tortured, and 
murdered African American suspects—in the name of justice and white 
supremacy. This perception of enhanced police authority accelerated the shift 
from individual, civilian, vigilante racial violence to institutionalized police 
violence targeting African American citizens.

Law enforcers who beat and tortured African American suspects gained 
a tangible incentive to employ overtly racialized tactics, for such brutality 
demonstrated their commitment to the protection of skittish white residents, 
generating white support and funding. City and criminal justice officials, 
therefore, not only defended but championed the use of violent police tactics 
to control crime, and sadistic cops who wantonly murdered African 
American suspects portrayed themselves as heroic guardians of order, 
decency, and social stability. They boasted about cleaning the streets of dan-
gerous predators and defined racially targeted police brutality as the unmis-
takable defense of law-abiding citizens. Racial control, crime control, violent 
policing, and the rule of law blended and blurred in the interwar white 
Southern worldview.

Such enhanced police legitimacy and discretionary authority unleashed 
soaring levels of racialized brutality, thinly disguised as preserving law and 
order. Racial dominance shifted from a mob activity to a state-sponsored 
mandate. With few legal or constitutional boundaries, cops had virtually 
unrestrained power to beat and murder African American residents. Early 
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twentieth-century ethnographers observed that every African American 
Southerner had witnessed, heard about, or endured such violence from law 
enforcers and felt vulnerable to white policemen.32 The threat of state-spon-
sored brutality at the hands of patrolmen and detectives loomed at every 
moment and developed into racial terrorism masquerading as the rule of 
law.33 “The killing of Negroes has become police policy in the United States,” 
one activist concluded.34

These attitudes, law enforcement methods, and racial disparities expanded 
and became nationalized during the post–World War II era, when the Great 
Migration accelerated and the African American populations of Northern 
cities swelled.35 Racial tensions in urban centers exploded throughout the 
country. A backlash against the civil rights movement, the protest rebellions 
of the 1960s, particularly the 1964 turmoil in Watts, and the Warren Court 
led mayors and police chiefs to embrace racialized, militarized law enforce-
ment, create S.W.A.T. units, celebrate “warrior cops,” and unleash “shoot-to-
kill” policies. Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Crime” and Richard Nixon’s and 
Ronald Reagan’s “tough-on-crime” platforms amplified these developments 
and provided capacious justifications for the aggressive policing of African 
American residents, often deployed in stop-and-search, broken-windows, and 
more recently in stop-and-frisk practices.36 But decades earlier, Southern 
police departments had already announced a “war on crime,” launched mili-
tarized, rapid-response units equipped with armored assault vehicles, bullet-
proof vests, army-grade machine guns and sniper rifles, tear-gas grenades, and 
established racialized stop-and-search mandates and shoot-to-kill protocols. 
Thus, late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century militarized, violent polic-
ing targeting African American residents broadened the law enforcement 
practices that had been forged and institutionalized in the Jim Crow urban 
South. Interwar cops in New Orleans, Memphis, Atlanta, Birmingham, and 
Mobile, in short, constructed the scaffolding for racialized criminal justice 
in modern America.

• • •

Bluecoated Terror devotes particular attention to police violence in New 
Orleans for two reasons. First, trends in policing in the city were typical for 
the region, and remarkably complete police records have survived for New 
Orleans. Municipal police case reports and court files provide concrete mea-
sures of the magnitude of the interwar transformation of law enforcement 
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and criminal justice. Homicide data offer a particularly clear illustration. In 
1920, New Orleans cops killed African American residents at 2.8 times the 
white rate. A decade later, the gap had expanded to 7.6 times higher, and in 
1936 it ballooned to an 11.8-fold gulf. Soaring racial disparities in the fatal 
shooting of the unarmed reveal a similar trend. During the early 1920s, 66.7 
percent of white suspects killed by city cops were unarmed, compared with 
57.1 percent of African American victims. A decade later, policemen fatally 
shot unarmed African American residents at quadruple the white rate. 
Similarly, during the interwar years, the African American homicide convic-
tion rate soared, while the white rate plummeted. Disparities in the use of 
coercive interrogation methods and execution rates mushroomed as well.

Records from Memphis, Birmingham, Atlanta, and Montgomery indicate 
that comparable racial disparities in police violence and criminal justice 
unfolded throughout the urban South.37 NAACP branch files, FBI archives, 
Department of Justice sources, and local newspapers chart identical trends in 
police brutality as well.38 Furthermore, ethnographic studies from the era 
reveal the same shifts in law enforcement across the region.39 Racialized 
policing, justified in the service of public safety and the defense of law and 
order, became unapologetically entrenched in American criminal justice dur-
ing the interwar era and provided the template for the late twentieth-century 
law enforcement initiatives, including mass incarceration.

The second reason for the local focus is the richness and depth of surviving 
source material. Extraordinary New Orleans records, such as homicide wit-
ness statements and the case files of the Louisiana League for the Preservation 
of Constitutional Rights, reveal another important facet of the early nor-
malization of police violence.40 Quantitative data, such as rates of killing by 
law enforcers and race-based disparities in convictions, incarcerations, and 
executions, fail to reveal the human, personal dimension behind the num-
bers, the trauma, and haunting vulnerability endured by survivors, or the 
purposeful ways in which policymakers and law enforcers formulated, 
defended, and deployed this violence and institutionalized racial terrorism. 
This book attempts to strike a balance between charting tangible, measurable 
trends in criminal justice and exploring the human consequences and pur-
poseful sources of these shifts.

Finally, an explanation of the language used in the book and the scope of 
my analysis is in order. As much as possible, Bluecoated Terror relies on the 
words of police brutality victims, the perpetrators, their enablers, and white 
Southerners passively complicit in the racial suppression and uses quotations 
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from brutalized suspects, violent cops, and criminal justice officials, includ-
ing offensive terms such as “n-----.” Sadistic policemen and their defenders 
and apologists used this and other abhorrent words to convey violence, coer-
cion, and racial dominance. Softening their language risks sanitizing or veil-
ing the vicious intent bound up in their terminology. The book focuses 
mainly on the police policies and practices that institutionalized racial dis-
parities in law enforcement. Although the actions, protests, and experiences 
of African American residents receive considerable attention, the analysis 
concentrates on the behavior and attitudes of white cops and the white New 
Orleanians who supported their violent methods.

• • •

In sum, Bluecoated Terror explores the process through which police brutal-
ity became a systemic law enforcement strategy. This largely occurred during 
the two decades after the Great War, when policymakers and criminal justice 
officials expanded law enforcement institutions in the urban South and, in 
the process, blended race control with crime fighting. Police brutality 
changed from an individual practice by cops to a purposeful, standard 
departmental strategy. White Southerners, and eventually their counterparts 
throughout the nation, began to embrace police violence against African 
American citizens as a normal, appropriate component of law and order and 
consistent with their understanding of the rule of law.

Racial disparities in law enforcement did not begin during the interwar 
years but they widened egregiously between the world wars and persist in the 
twenty-first century. In early twentieth-century New Orleans, city cops 
killed unarmed African Americans at a slightly lower rate than white sus-
pects. A decade later, they shot African Americans four times more often, 
and in modern America the gap remains three-to-seven times greater.41 
Differentials in police homicide, convictions, sentencing, incarceration, and 
executions follow comparable trajectories, surging after the Great War and 
remaining astonishingly pronounced today.

Modern police brutality is not a new phenomenon and is not the product 
of the isolated misconduct of a few “bad apples.” But neither is such violence 
a fixed, unchanging practice dating to the seventeenth century. A century 
ago, most cops were not murderous or sadistic, and this remains true today. 
Moreover, American racial violence extends to the earliest moments of 
European colonization. Police brutality—and the threat of police violence—
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as a purposeful law enforcement strategy, however, has a more precise history, 
becoming institutionalized in cities such as New Orleans, Memphis, and 
Atlanta nearly a century ago. It has not been stagnant, though the continui-
ties are well documented and unmistakable. For many early twenty-first-
century Americans, like their early twentieth-century and post–World War 
II predecessors, law-and-order policing is infused with—mostly—unstated 
expressions of white supremacy. The recent murders of Tyre Nichols, George 
Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Philando Castile, Freddie Gray, Tamir Rice, Laquan 
McDonald, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and many others reflect policing 
practices deeply rooted in the nation’s history.
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shortly before midnight, on December 27, 1927, New Orleans police 
officers Robert McCabe and Louis Dendinger fatally shot Louis Joseph, a 
fifteen-year-old African American high school student. Both white, 
Louisiana-born, in their early thirties, from working-class backgrounds, pos-
sessing elementary-school educations, and new to law enforcement, the 
patrolmen killed Joseph in their capacities as white men more than in their 
roles as police officers, for the teenager had committed no crime and was not 
evading arrest. Nor did the shooting occur as a part of any criminal investiga-
tion. Rather, the schoolboy raced past them late at night on a dark street and 
refused to obey their command to “halt,” which enraged McCabe and 
Dendinger and led them to shoot him. A bullet lodged in Joseph’s abdomen, 
unleashing the internal hemorrhaging that claimed the teenager’s life twelve 
hours later in the “colored ward” at Charity Hospital.1

Before he died, the fifteen-year-old recounted the shooting to police inves-
tigators. In a deathbed declaration, Joseph explained that he attended school 
during the day and sold newspapers at night. Returning from work at  
11:30 p.m., he crossed the intersection of Euterpe and Ramparts Streets one 
block north of his Dryades Street home, when an unfamiliar white man 
abruptly emerged from a dark garage, shone a flashlight in his face, and 
demanded that he stop. Frightened, the schoolboy “broke and ran” south on 
Euterpe Street, toward his house.2 David Hennessey, the thirty-two-year-old 
health department investigator holding the flashlight, confirmed Joseph’s 
description of their encounter but added that the African American teenager 
appeared to be “prowling” near his property, prompting his command.3 
When Joseph fled, Hennessey did not summon the police. Instead, he 
grabbed his “38 caliber 5 shot revolver” and gave chase.4 The fifteen-year-old 
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quickly sped away from Hennessey, and, in the process, darted past McCabe 
and Dendinger, who were patrolling the neighborhood and reported that 
they heard someone yell “stop the negro.”5 They also ordered Joseph to halt, 
though he “failed to obey” and continued running.6 The policemen inter-
preted the African American schoolboy’s behavior as the willful defiance of 
white men, infuriating them, and they discharged their weapons and shot 
him in the back. Badly bleeding, Joseph dragged himself home, collapsing on 
his doorstep and dying a dozen hours later.7

Such violence was legion in New Orleans, the sixth most murderous city 
in the nation in 1927 with a homicide rate quintuple that of New York City, 
eight times that of Boston, eleven times Minneapolis’s rate, and forty-four 
times Liverpool’s homicide rate. New Orleans’s white-on-Black homicide 
rate exceeded the overall murder rates of New York City, Hartford, and 
Milwaukee.8 Louis Joseph was the ninth African American resident to die at 
the hands of white New Orleanians in 1927 and the third fatally shot by law 
enforcers.9 As with the other white-on-Black killers, local courts failed to 
convict the cops. The Louisiana criminal code permitted police officers to 
employ deadly force against “fleeing felons,” but the teenager did not fit this 
category, having never been arrested let alone convicted of a crime. On May 
23, 1928, after twenty minutes of deliberation, an Orleans Parish jury acquit-
ted McCabe and Dendinger of manslaughter charges.10 Nor did the police 
superintendent take disciplinary action against the patrolmen, even though 
department procedures permitted officers to use their service revolvers only 
in defense of their lives.11 McCabe and Dendinger had also received repeated 
reprimands for misconduct and drunkenness on the job, and the latter had 
also been charged with rape after he stalked and sexually assaulted a young 
girl and failed to appear at the court hearing, remaining at home and inebri-
ated during the legal proceeding.12 Dendinger had engaged in troubling 
behavior since his appointment to the police force and had been suspended 
on numerous occasions and terminated from the department at least once. 
Within a month of joining the force, for example, he had been found guilty 
of drunkenness, disturbing the peace, and “brandishing” his service revolver 
to menace a local neighborhood, and was fired, only to be reappointed a short 
time later.13 In 1920s New Orleans, white-on-Black homicides, especially 
when African American victims breached racial etiquette and refused  
to submit to white residents, commanded scant attention in the courts,  
no matter if the killers were policemen or civilians, with prosecutors bringing 
only one-eleventh of such cases to trial and securing convictions in just  
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one-fourteenth.14 To the contrary, white New Orleanians considered such 
violence appropriate behavior from decent, upstanding citizens.

Popular justice, more than formal law enforcement, secured the racial 
hierarchy at the core of white notions of social stability in the early twentieth-
century South. These residents believed that African Americans lacked the 
intelligence and emotional self-control to be responsible members of the 
community and that their intellectual and moral shortcomings posed a con-
stant threat to social order. In a city with over 100,000 such purportedly 
impulsive, volatile, and potentially dangerous inhabitants, New Orleans’s 
small police force seemed incapable of protecting decent, law-abiding resi-
dents. Rather, “respectable citizens,” a euphemism for white New Orleanians, 
shouldered primary responsibility for maintaining stability, and local whites 
maintained that they must be permitted to employ vigilante violence, even 
deadly force, to fortify the racial controls that preserved law and order. 
Prosecutors, judges, and jurors, all of whom were white, as well as voters, 
virtually none of whom was African American, concurred, as did white 
newspaper editors, police officials, and municipal leaders.

In such an unstable social environment, Hennessey’s reaction to a “suspi-
cious” African American teenager lurking near his garage seemed reasonable 
and appropriate, at least according to white New Orleanians. Hennessey 
likely would have shot the fleeing schoolboy, if McCabe and Dendinger had 
not beaten him to the task.15 The patrolmen acted in support of the health 
department investigator and, in this encounter, merely proved more success-
ful in enforcing the racial code, imposing extralegal punishment when Joseph 
outran Hennessey, who also pursued the teenager with a loaded revolver. In 
short, law enforcers embraced and exercised white popular justice, eschewing 
legal niceties, such as the Louisiana Criminal Code and its rules for the law-
ful use of deadly force. Moreover, the lion’s share of whites in the Jim Crow 
South insisted that even minor transgressions of racial etiquette, such as the 
panicked flight of a frightened fifteen-year-old who “refused to obey” a com-
mand to “halt,” represented overt insolence and an assault on white suprem-
acy, which had to be redressed immediately, even with lethal force. As a 1930s 
sociologist, one of the nation’s leading experts on violence, observed, white 
Southerners typically believed that “any slight from a Negro is a humiliation 
that must be instantly revenged.”16

• • •
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White Americans, particularly in the South, had long relied on informal 
mechanisms of racial control, including vigilante violence. Prior to the Civil 
War, they maintained that legal institutions and law enforcers failed to pro-
vide the decisive, rapid responses necessary to prevent slave uprisings and the 
accompanying bloodbath. Thus, white citizens relied on familiar methods of 
popular justice to protect—white—civil society and defend its caste system. 
Non-slave-owning Southern white civilians formed slave patrols, searched 
for African Americans acting suspiciously, and often exacted summary pun-
ishment on those found “out of place.”17 White men could have constructed 
legal institutions for such tasks, but rather they looked to vigilante justice 
and treated the informal, extralegal exercise of racial violence as a fundamen-
tal component of citizenship.

Municipal officials in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century New 
Orleans, Charleston, Mobile, and Savannah, cities with large African 
American populations, institutionalized these practices and established the 
first police departments in the new nation, empowering designated white 
men to patrol the streets, principally to stop slave revolts.18 Round-the-clock, 
armed law enforcers scoured the cities to enforce racial custom, prohibiting 
African American residents from loitering or assembling and hence reducing 
the potential for uprisings, racial upheaval, and the mass slaughter of  
innocent whites. During the early nineteenth century, however, these city 
police departments were often pulled in other directions. In 1836, when eth-
nic conflict roiled local society, New Orleans officials eliminated uniforms 
and weapons for its law enforcers. The parish political machine seized control 
of the defanged department and used police officers for partisan assign-
ments.19 Respectable white men and white popular justice reclaimed the 
mantle of slave control and resumed responsibility for preserving the racial 
order.20

While mid-century Southern cities retained rudimentary police forces, 
“popular policing” persisted. No clear boundary, however, separated civilian 
vigilantes from professional law enforcers, but the former constituted the 
front line of defense against racial disorder.21 Safeguarding the racialized 
notion of social stability hinged on the rapid, extralegal, often violent actions 
of “ordinary white men.”22 Professional policing, therefore, did not conflict 
with popular policing or even weaken it; the two mechanisms, one formal 
and the other informal, coexisted and overlapped, and unfettered, extralegal 
methods maintained white support, providing the most urgent, powerful 
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form of social control in the South. Civilians served as the first responders 
and the “foot soldiers” for white supremacy.23

Such a mandate loomed large during the late nineteenth century and, in 
the eyes of many Southern whites, garnered even greater legitimacy. 
Reconstruction, occupation by Union soldiers, political instability, African 
American suffrage, and demands for racial equality (or at least for due- 
process protections) challenged white privilege. Paramilitary organizations, 
such as the Ku Klux Klan and the Knights of the White Camellia, and vigi-
lante violence, particularly night riding and lynching, enjoyed widespread 
white popularity in countering African American assertions of equality and 
claims to citizenship. Simply put, white support for extralegal, civilian polic-
ing grew stronger through the nineteenth century and continued well into 
the twentieth century.

The threshold for exercising popular justice and exacting violent summary 
punishment remained remarkably low. Hypersensitive to racial instability 
and the perceived threat posed by multitudes of presumably unstable, dan-
gerous people, many white Southerners scrutinized every glance, inflection, 
conversation, and jostle. Ordinary bumps, collisions, and African Americans’ 
“refusal to obey” white residents became encoded expressions of racial defi-
ance and insubordination, revealing potentially willful political acts, chal-
lenges to “caste rules,” and assaults on social stability, at least as they defined 
it.24 Early twentieth-century ethnographers documented these anxieties and 
described the resulting violent responses to prosaic, trivial encounters. The 
sociologist Arthur Raper, for example, explained that “the most ordinary 
contacts between Negroes and whites” easily assumed “unnatural meaning” 
and portended a threat to the racial order and the safety of Southern whites. 
“A glance becomes an insult, a friendly greeting an advance; an effort to 
ignore becomes insolence—further evidences [sic] of insubordination.”25 
Another scholar reported that “a Negro may enrage a white man by asking 
him a simple question in a sneering voice.”26 Other ethnographic studies 
recounted violent reactions to African Americans “because they forget or 
refuse to say ‘Sir’ when addressing a white man” or when African Americans 
neglected to remove their hats “when talking with a white man.”27

Such behavior constituted “racial antagonism,” explicit defiance, resistance 
to white authority, and hence demanded an immediate, decisive, unmistakable 
preemptive response.28 According to the Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal, 
writing in 1944, any incidental “break in the caste rules against one white 
person is conceived of as an act of aggression against white society.”29 Similarly, 
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the sociologist H. C. Brearley reported that “there is always the possibility of 
more overt conflict, as collisions on the sidewalk, insulting gestures, and 
minor obscenities.”30 These “antagonistic attitudes” and “unnatural mean-
ings,” early twentieth-century ethnographers concluded, make “interracial 
slayings difficult to avoid,” for “any infraction of the accepted race situation 
may result in mob action.”31 When the skittish fifteen-year-old Louis Joseph 
failed to submit to the command of white men, his reaction, in their eyes, 
flouted white supremacy, justifying, indeed necessitating, a violent response.

The mandates of white civilians and law enforcers, particularly with 
regard to policing race relations, proved fluid, though the former group 
assumed core responsibility for controlling African Americans. Later in the 
twentieth century, the police would become the front-line defenders of this 
foundational notion of law and order. But early twentieth-century Southern 
whites generally did not expect or rely on police intervention to manage 
African American residents, believing that unflinching, rapid responses to 
violations of racial custom entailed a collective and individual obligation. 
Through the 1920s, civilians committed the overwhelming majority of white-
on-Black violence in Southern cities, including most interracial homicides. 
Again and again, white residents confronted, assailed, assaulted, and mur-
dered African Americans who appeared “insolent,” “uppity,” or who demon-
strated “signs of insubordination,” fearing that such micro-breaches in cus-
tom exposed larger cracks in the structures that maintained social stability. 
One observer explained that “even minor transgressions of caste etiquette 
should be punished” and should be punished immediately and “bodily,” if 
deemed necessary to shore up the racial order.32

Incidental transgressions became commonplace and inevitable on the 
busy streets and teeming sidewalks of early twentieth-century Southern cit-
ies, such as New Orleans, Atlanta, and Memphis. Jostles and unintentional 
bumps occurred constantly, generating abundant opportunities for racial 
conflict to flare. “The interracial situation is so loaded with explosive preju-
dices,” a sociologist concluded, “that a triviality may easily lead to hostilities,” 
fueling fierce white-on-Black responses and brutal violence.33 A white mob, 
for example, nearly lynched an African American New Orleanian on 
Tuesday, March 1, 1927, in one such “triviality.” During the first day of Mardi 
Gras, in the chaotic thrall of Carnival, two automobiles banged one another 
in a traffic jam near the city’s French Quarter, one operated by a white resi-
dent and the other driven by an African American New Orleanian. The 
damage to the vehicles was modest, though the white man burst into fury 
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that the African American resident had violated his “racial right-of-way.” His 
reaction entailed more than “road rage.” Far beyond carelessness or incompe-
tence, interracial traffic accidents implied broader, deeper attacks on social 
order. By eschewing racial deference, by failing to yield to white drivers, 
African American vehicle operators, according to early twentieth-century 
Southern whites, claimed equal access to public space. Or perhaps when they 
passed, cut off, or collided with other vehicles the Black drivers expressed 
overt “racial antagonism” and open disdain for white authority.34 The white 
driver began beating the African American man, and an angry mob, scream-
ing “kill the n-----,” quickly gathered, descended on him, and mauled him. 
No doubt strangers to the irate, suddenly murderous driver, these white New 
Orleanians participated in the attack to help fend off an imagined assault on 
the racial order that elevated their status and maintained social stability.35 
Only the intervention of African American bystanders prevented the mob 
from lynching the African American driver.36

But African Americans witnesses were not always present or able to fore-
stall such violence, and incidental bumps, interpreted as willful, explicit 
racial breaches, frequently sparked bloodshed and murder in New Orleans 
and other Southern cities during the 1920s, contributing to stratospheric 
white-on-Black homicide rates and the larger fragility of Jim Crow social 
relations. One such minor confrontation sparked two murders on a New 
Orleans streetcar early on the morning of November 23, 1924. Twenty-eight-
year-old Frank DeRocha, a white blacksmith, boarded the vehicle with his 
brother and a friend and immediately became embroiled in a dispute with 
Joseph and Ernest Baptiste, African American laborers in their mid-twenties, 
about the placement of the movable “screen” that segregated Black riders in 
the rear section of the streetcar.37 The white blacksmith insisted that “one of 
the negroes cursed him.” DeRocha whipped out his 38 caliber Colt revolver 
and shot twenty-six-year-old Joseph Baptiste in the right eye and his twenty-
seven-year-old brother, Ernest, in the mid-section.38 Joseph died instantly 
and Ernest a short time later at Charity Hospital. Sadie Baptiste testified in 
court that her son’s “dying statement” revealed that, immediately before he 
opened fire, the white blacksmith had announced “I just feel like killing me 
a n----- tonight.”39

A comparable spark ignited Andrew Wiebelt’s murder of Lilly Johnson, a 
forty-three-year-old African American housekeeper. The rapid proliferation 
of automobiles made the streets of American cities contested turf and imbued 
driving comportment with racial meaning. At 8:35 p.m. on August 23, 1927, 
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Wiebelt, a twenty-seven-year-old, Louisiana-born white security guard with 
a seventh-grade education, grew incensed when an automobile filled with 
African American passengers passed him on Washington Avenue and thus 
rejected his racial status. The security guard pursued the “insolent negro” 
driver, caught up with his car, and chastised the vehicle’s operator, calling 
him a “N-----” during the rant. According to Wiebelt, twenty-two-year-old 
Albert Johnson responded defiantly, shouting from the vehicle “suck my arse, 
you white mother fuckers [sic],” instantly transforming the white man’s 
indignation and sense of grievance into rage and a murderous defense of 
racial privilege.40 Wiebelt followed the “insolent and aggressive” Johnson 
until the vehicle arrived at his Galvez Street home. The white driver leaped 
out of his Ford brandishing a 38 caliber Smith and Wesson revolver and dis-
charged a hail of bullets at the “saucy and insolent negro.” 41 One shot pierced 
Albert Johnson’s foot. A second bullet missed its target, and the third struck 
the African American man’s forty-seven-year-old mother, Lilly, who was 
seated on the step in front of her house, in the torso, instantly killing her.42

Wiebelt’s trial focused on Albert Johnson’s impertinence, rather than the 
shooter’s deadly conduct. Far from being a rash, reckless act, according to his 
defense attorneys, the security guard had killed an innocent woman in 
defense of the city’s racial order, as a reasonable, permissible effort to rein in 
the dangerous, menacing behavior of an “insulting and insolent and aggres-
sive negro.” 43 Similarly prosaic disputes and confrontations, freighted with 
the incendiary baggage of Jim Crow, erupted in other Southern cities as well, 
contributing to the soaring death toll that white civilians inflicted in response 
to perceived, often imaginary, breaches of racial etiquette during the 1920s.

Nor were these isolated incidents. As New Orleans and other cities in the 
region boomed, as their African American populations surged, and as the 
streets, stores, and sidewalks became more congested, traffic accidents and 
incidental collisions multiplied. In this volatile, combustible racial climate, 
white perceptions of defiance and assaults on white supremacy skyrocketed, 
and white-on-Black violence, ranging from the near lynching of the driver 
involved in the Mardi Gras fender bender to the murders of the Baptiste 
brothers and Lilly Johnson, followed and unleashed an explosion of 
bloodshed.

Rather than discouraging such visceral, impulsive violence, police officers 
and criminal justice officials supported and endorsed white residents’ infor-
mal efforts to buttress racial dominance. When O. C. W. Taylor, a prominent 
African American New Orleanian and the editor of Louisiana’s largest Black 
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newspaper, witnessed the white mob attacking the African American driver 
in 1927, the journalist, who had skillfully navigated the city’s racial landscape 
and moved in the highest circles of local society, summoned the police. A 
patrolman quickly arrived at the scene of the traffic accident and berated 
Taylor, threatening to arrest the African American editor for calling the 
police “merely to keep a Negro from being beaten up.” 44

In other instances, criminal justice officials and municipal law enforcers 
encouraged white New Orleanians to rely on self-help and popular justice to 
maintain law and order and police racial boundaries. In December 1924, 
when fifty-four-year-old Georgina Wilson, a white rooming house operator, 
expressed racially inflected concerns about robberies in her neighborhood, a 
New Orleans police officer advised her “to get a gun and use it. I did,” the 
woman boasted to a reporter a month later after fatally shooting Simon 
Green, a fifteen-year-old African American prowler.45 A former local district 
attorney urged “every man and woman” to be vigilant and “carry a good 
pistol.” 46

In other incidents, New Orleans policemen apprehended African 
American crime suspects and permitted white residents to beat them, some-
times participating in the assaults. Patrolmen often arrested suspected shop-
lifters, conveyed them to the backs of the stores where they had been appre-
hended, and restrained them while storekeepers bludgeoned the accused 
merchandise filchers. Louis Scharfenstein, a thirty-five-year-old, Mississippi-
born white saloon operator, for instance, suspected twenty-year-old Samuel 
Peebles, an African American college student, of stealing a jug of wine  
from his barroom. Scharfenstein summoned George Kernan, a forty- 
two-year-old New Orleans police officer with a seventh-grade education,  
who held Peebles in the back of the saloon and, along with the barkeeper, 
beat the college student.47 Nor was Kernan trying to compel Peebles to 
confess to the theft. Rather, he joined Scharfenstein in exacting summary 
punishment on the twenty-year-old. Another New Orleans patrolman 
arrested fourteen-year-old Samuel Norman after the teenager allegedly 
“attempted to steal a pair of trousers” in a local store. The policeman confined 
Norman in the rear of the shop and allowed the storekeeper to bludgeon the 
young boy.48

But even as New Orleans cops endorsed, encouraged, facilitated, and par-
ticipated in exacting extralegal popular justice, they discouraged large-scale, 
premeditated, highly visible forms of collective white-on-Black violence, 
particularly lynching. Political and business leaders sought to tamp down the 
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huge, celebratory, circus-like “spectacle lynchings” that had commanded 
national attention in the turn-of-the-century South. These prominent men 
hoped to attract Northern merchants and manufacturers to the region and, 
by the 1920s, they worried that ritualized, choreographed, extralegal execu-
tions sullied the South’s reputation and discouraged investment. Thus, they 
directed police officials to prevent mob violence, fearing that places where 
bloodthirsty mobs gathered and gleefully tortured and murdered African 
Americans would not provide appealing sites for Yankee businessmen to 
build factories and invest capital. Similarly, Southern governors, mayors, and 
urban boosters warned that sadistic lynchings, where witnesses fought for 
souvenir body parts and posed for photographs with charred, dismembered 
corpses, undercut their assertions of white cultural superiority.49 An elite 
women’s group even issued a statement explaining that lynching “discredits 
our civilization, and discounts the Christian religion.” One after another, 
Southern political, cultural, and business leaders denounced lynching during 
the 1920s, at least rhetorically.50 Small-scale, spontaneous racialized popular 
justice, on the other hand, seemingly escaped their notice and remained 
acceptable and desirable measures to bolster the racial order and preserve 
white dominance.

In short, at the same time that cops in New Orleans and throughout the 
region encouraged and participated in extralegal, summary punishment to 
combat violations of racial etiquette, they interceded to forestall lynchings. 
The local patrolmen who joined civilians in attacking African Americans 
who bumped or jostled white residents also “rescued” African Americans 
from murderous mobs. After white dock workers identified John Stephens, a 
thirty-two-year-old, African American cook, as the assailant in the deadly 
shooting of John Mercier, a forty-two-year-old white boilermaker on August 
2, 1922, they began “shouting ‘lynch him.’ ” Local patrolmen, however, 
quickly arrived, positioned themselves between the rabid crowd and their 
intended victim, and dispersed the angry workers.51 Similarly, the New 
Orleans police safeguarded Baptiste Hanson Jr.’s family. On March 15, 1925, 
residents of New Orleans’s “Italian colony” learned that the twelve-year-old 
African American Hanson had killed his eight-year-old, white playmate, 
Charles Arnona, in a terrible gun accident and began to “talk of lynching” 
the shooter and his relatives. The city’s police department arrested Hanson 
but also posted a guard at the Hanson’s home and then moved his family to 
custody for “safekeeping” until tempers cooled.52 Jim Crow race relations 
proved complicated and riddled with apparent contradiction.
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These efforts and especially the wider middle-class campaign to change 
regional culture—to attract Northern capital rather than to extend legal 
protections to African American residents—largely succeeded. The lynching 
of African Americans did not end, but it lost its respectability and decreased 
sharply, falling by 91 percent between 1900 and 1928.53 White-on-Black vio-
lence, both locally and regionally, however, did not drop during this period. 
Instead, white New Orleanians and Southerners remained certain that 
small-scale vigilantism and racialized popular justice provided a legitimate, 
necessary bulwark for social stability. During the 1920s, while the number of 
African Americans lynched in the nation, most of them in the Deep South, 
plunged by 86 percent, New Orleans’s white-on-Black homicide rate climbed 
by 30.3 percent.54

Police brutality toward African American New Orleanians occurred in 
this context and in episodes of popular justice and violent defenses of the 
racial order. Local cops typically beat, battered, and shot African American 
residents in reaction to perceived violations of racial convention and in their 
capacities as respectable white civilians more than as law enforcers. Their 
occupational status, however, heightened their sensitivity to racial etiquette 
and exaggerated their responses to seeming breaches in custom. For these 
low-level public officials, with their enhanced authority to use force, “Negro 
impertinence” felt especially personal and searing.

The triggers for police brutality closely mirrored the sparks that ignited 
civilian white-on-Black violence, with local cops invoking nearly identical 
justifications. At its broadest level, the beatings and murders occurred in 
defense of the racial hierarchy and thus the white conception of social order. 
For both cops and other white assailants, two grievances assumed particular 
importance. First, summary punishment, whether inflicted by civilians or law 
enforcers, compensated for the impotence of legal institutions. One Louisiana 
newspaper editor insisted that policemen “are no more brutal than the rest of 
us.” Why then, he asked, were African American suspects routinely “kicked 
and cuffed and bruised and whipped”? The white journalist explained that 
“the average policeman is pretty cynical about the courts. He sees notorious 
rogues go into court and come off scot-free because of the machinations of 
clever lawyers, the interminable delays of legal procedure, the favoritism of 
judges, the intimidation of juries or the connivances of unscrupulous court 
attaches.”55 “In the judgment of the police,” Southern ethnographers asserted, 
“the courts fail to punish Negro offenders properly.”56
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Defensive about the city’s towering violent crime rate, New Orleans police-
men blamed the courts and invoked a critique of the local criminal justice 
system to explain the city’s sky-high violent crime rate, to deflect attention 
away from their own institutional shortcomings, and to justify summary 
punishment and their brutality. “It is extremely difficult to convict a negro 
murderer,” one police official complained in 1924. “The negro is treated too 
well,” he added. “We are just too lenient with them. It is almost impossible to 
get a jury who will convict a negro.”57 More indifferent to African American 
murder victims, most of whom died from intra-racial violence, than “lenient” 
toward the assailants, prosecutors dismissed charges against African 
American homicide suspects at a higher rate than against white assailants 
during the 1920s, and jurors, all of whom were white, demonstrated compa-
rable apathy and often seemed content to permit African American residents 
to butcher one another. As a consequence, district attorneys dropped the 
cases against nearly three-fourths of African American killers and secured 
convictions in fewer than one-fifth of Black homicides, buttressing allegations 
that anemic legal institutions proved incapable of combatting Black vio-
lence.58 Police Superintendent Guy Molony asserted that New Orleans’s 
murder epidemic “is due largely to our great negro population” and com-
plained bitterly that the courts failed to address the problem.59

Faced with soaring crime rates; a dire threat to social stability; lackadaisical, 
inattentive prosecutors; gullible, disinterested jurors; feckless, indifferent 
judges; and a failing criminal justice system, white Southerners, and particu-
larly the men mandated to protect the social order, relied on popular justice and 
extralegal punishment. Thus, ethnographers concluded, “the police take it upon 
themselves to judge and punish criminals” and so “the police beat Negroes as a 
form of punishment.” 60 According to one early twentieth-century observer, 
“the police often assume the duty not only of arresting, but also sentencing and 
punishment” disorderly, impertinent African American residents.61 Informal 
punishment, or “working over” transgressors, guaranteed retribution for 
endangering white society. Interviewing local law enforcers, interwar social 
scientists argued that police officers brutalized African Americans because they 
believed that the courts refused or were incapable of punishing the people who 
threatened the marrow of social stability. “Disaffection with formal laws under-
lies the use of violence,” another sociologist explained.62

Reinforcing the quick resort to extralegal violence, early twentieth- 
century Southerners, and especially their law enforcers, also believed that 
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only brutality and extreme force would deter African American insolence,  
resistance to the racial order, and the resulting violence. Local and regional 
commentators emphasized the “animal-like nature of the Negro.” 63 Impulse 
and “sheer primal passions,” rather than reasoning and self-control, dictated 
his behavior.64 Even if the police made arrests, prosecutors zealously brought 
criminals to trial, courts operated efficiently, and white jurors returned guilty 
verdicts, “formal punishment by fine or jail sentence fail to act as deter-
rents.” 65 Instead, “Negroes will respond only to violent methods.” 66

Respectable whites, particularly those specifically entrusted with public 
safety, therefore, employed informal, violent methods. “The police tend to 
revert to direct action and to administer punishment themselves,” account-
ing for “much of the beating of Negroes by the police.” 67 Frustrated by the 
combination of anemic courts and African Americans’ lack of reasoned self-
control, one cop promised that when one particularly intransigent man 
“raises hell . . . I am not going to arrest him but just ‘work him over’ myself. 
That is the only way we can handle some of these troublemakers.” Hamstrung 
by a flaccid criminal justice system and confronting African Americans’ 
“lack of control,” 1920s Southern policemen insisted insubordinate Blacks 
“must be ‘taken care of ’ unofficially,” using overwhelming force.68

Cops proved to be particularly sensitive to perceived violations of racial 
etiquette and challenges to the racial order and hence quick to exact sum-
mary justice in the name of social order. In New Orleans and throughout the 
South (and perhaps the nation), working-class men were especially violent 
toward African Americans. Their material circumstances, often only slightly 
better than that of African Americans, made them insecure about their 
social status and desperate to affirm their white status and respectability. 
More affluent Southern whites had other ways, such as consumption, to per-
form their authority and privilege. Poor white New Orleanians and other 
men in the region, by contrast, were often extremely hostile and violent 
toward African Americans whose inflections, intonations, or behavior 
appeared to ignore or impugn their racial superiority. Public jostles particu-
larly enraged them because they viewed every encounter as a potential chal-
lenge to their status, echoing the remnants of an earlier honor-based culture. 
Not surprisingly, working-class men, desperate to defend and announce their 
distance from a group with even lower social standing in white eyes, commit-
ted 81.8 percent of white-on-Black homicides in 1920s New Orleans and a 
comparable proportion of nonlethal interracial assaults. Responding vio-
lently to perceived insubordination from African American residents, in 
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short, afforded them a public, unmistakable mechanism to demonstrate their 
dominance and status as white men.

Law enforcement positions offered working-class men only slightly higher 
incomes than unskilled labor but abundant opportunities to affirm and per-
form their racial superiority. “In effect,” early twentieth-century cultural 
anthropologists explained, “the system of law enforcement places in a posi-
tion of considerable authority members of these classes subordinate in the 
white social structures,” enabling policemen “to officially subordinate per-
sons below them.” 69 Sociologists also noted this link between class and racial 
violence. Southern policemen, they explained, “are poorly educated men usu-
ally from ‘poor white’ backgrounds with a tradition of racial antagonisms 
toward Negroes and a heavy sense of their special mission of preserving the 
racial etiquette.”70 The sociologist Charles S. Johnson observed that the 
“badge of police authority gives lower-class whites freedom to bolster their 
socially impoverished egos,” conferring the power to “punish and even to kill 
without responsibility. This was been a part of the basic pattern of law 
enforcement, so far as Negroes are concerned.”71 Describing a “relentless 
warfare now waged against peaceful, law-abiding Negro citizens,” an African 
American journalist in New Orleans offered the same explanation for police 
brutality, writing that “Negroes are beaten and killed by the police because 
the latter have the authority.”72 The prominent sociologist Gunnar Myrdal 
offered a similar assessment, describing the Southern policeman as “a frus-
trated man, and, with the opportunity given him, it is to be expected that he 
becomes aggressive. There are practically no curbs to the policeman’s aggres-
siveness when he is dealing with Negroes whom he conceives of as dangerous 
or as ‘getting out of their place.’ ”73 Another ethnologist offered an even 
blunter assessment, writing “the cop is dumb, uneducated, unreasonable, and 
is in consequences weighted down by an inferiority complex that demands 
somebody to be better than.”74

New Orleans, Atlanta, Memphis, and Birmingham cops brought these 
powerful race- and class-based sensibilities to law enforcement, and their 
violence was nearly indistinguishable from civilian brutality toward African 
American residents, though it occurred at higher rates. The backgrounds of 
the policemen who beat and murdered African Americans, for example, mir-
rored those of civilians who committed white-on-Black violence in 1920s 
New Orleans. Local patrolman, and especially those who beat and murdered 
African American residents, hailed from working-class families, and before 
they landed positions in law enforcement, they had typically held insecure, 
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low-paying jobs, usually as day laborers, longshoremen, or “roustabouts” on 
freighters. Like other unskilled men, they worked in positions where they 
competed for employment with African American residents. Civilians who 
committed white-on-Black homicides were similarly concentrated at the bot-
tom tier of the local occupational ladder, and both groups of killers seldom 
attended school beyond the sixth or seventh grade. Furthermore, civilian and 
police killers came from the same age group; 38.6 percent of the former, for 
example, were in their twenties and their mean age was 35.6, whereas 33.3 
percent of police killers were in their twenties and their mean age was 35.4. 
The backgrounds of white Memphis offenders were comparable.75

The profiles of victims and the social contexts of the violence tended to be 
virtually identical in civilian and police killings as well during the 1920s. Of 
the African American New Orleanians who died at the hands of white civil-
ians, 84.1 percent held unskilled jobs, compared with 90.9 percent of the 
victims of killer cops. The mean age of the victims of white civilians was 27.6, 
while the average of those murdered by local cops during the 1920s was 29.8; 
and 82.2 percent of those killed by civilians and 90.5 percent of the cops were 
Louisiana-born, with the remainder, in both cases, from surrounding states, 
particularly Mississippi and Alabama. African American victims of Memphis 
policemen during the 1920s were nearly identical, with a mean age of 30.4 
and 90.3 percent holding unskilled jobs.

The deadly violence also occurred in the same settings, on the comparable 
days, at similar times, and using the same weapons. The murders usually 
occurred in the streets, for such public spaces particularly contaminated 
awkward interactions and discordant verbal exchanges with the “unnatural 
meanings” that ethnographers described. In New Orleans, civilian and police 
interracial homicides took place in the same parts of the city as well, with 31.9 
percent of the former and 30 percent of the latter occurring in either the 
central-business district or the French Quarter. Likewise, the violence 
erupted during leisure times, when white and African American residents 
interacted and misinterpretations mounted; 30.4 percent of civilian white-
on-Black homicides and 31.8 percent of police interracial killers erupted on 
Sundays, and 24.4 percent of the former and 28.9 percent of the latter 
occurred shortly before midnight. Nine-tenths of civilian killers and all 
police killers relied on firearms, typically the identical Colt or Smith and 
Wesson revolvers.

Most important, similar sparks triggered both sets of murders during the 
1920s, underscoring the ways in which lethal police violence mirrored civil-
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ian interracial homicide, and Southern cops killed African American resi-
dents as a subset of larger popular justice rather than in the capacities as law 
enforcers. Police and court records documented the same encounters that 
early twentieth-century ethnographers observed. Perceived slights and imag-
ined expressions of insubordination fueled deadly white-on-Black violence 
during the 1920s, regardless of whether the assailants worked as lawmen or 
longshoremen.

Like working-class civilians, New Orleans cops employed violence to 
defend the racial hierarchy and specifically in response to purported chal-
lenges to white supremacy. As police officers, however, local patrolmen more 
often barked instructions and shouted commands to African Americans resi-
dents, increasing the potential for misunderstandings or slow reactions to be 
interpreted as expressions of de facto racial defiance. Off-duty patrolman 
James Gagan, for instance, shot Kerny Ellis, a thirty-eight-year-old African 
American day laborer, after the latter responded lethargically to the former’s 
order to get off the steps of a local grocery store and “move on.”76

In other acts of police violence, local cops misinterpreted subtler behavior 
as acts of insubordination. Thirty-four-year-old New Orleans patrolman John 
Gussoni, for example, fatally shot forty-seven-year-old Albert Colbert on 
January 25, 1923, in the abdomen with his 32 caliber Colt service revolver, in 
an exchange sparked by the African American carpenter “using obscene lan-
guage” in the policeman’s presence.77 In a similar shooting, three years later, a 
New Orleans cop also shot an African American resident for “using obscene 
language.” According to an African American journalist, “the beating up or 
the shooting of a Negro by a policeman seems to be the logical thing to do,” 
for such speech, in the eyes of these policemen, constituted racial defiance.78

Perceived insubordination led supernumerary patrolman James Cronin to 
fatally shoot George Simmons on December 27, 1930, as well. Off-beat, in 
civilian clothes, and inebriated, the twenty-five-year-old, Louisiana-born 
Cronin passed by a house on Religious Street and heard what he later 
described as a “disturbance.” The cop charged into the residence, where thirty 
African American New Orleanians stood huddled around a coffin partici-
pating in Louis Simmons’s wake. Neighbors described the ritual as “peace-
ful,” but Cronin, his 38 caliber revolver in hand, demanded that the attendees 
“stick up” their hands and “let me search you-all.” Thirty-six-year-old George 
Simmons, the deceased’s brother, however, responded slowly. Although other 
inhabitants of the home quickly revealed that Simmons was “partially deaf ” 
and, as soon as he understood Cronin’s command, he complied and raised his 
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hands, the drunken cop, who had also just attended a wake, interpreted the 
delayed response as insolence.79 The patrolman barked, “you’re a bad n----- 
huh,” and knocked Simmons to the floor with the butt of his gun.80 Early 
twentieth-century Southern whites used this epithet to describe insubordi-
nate, dangerous African Americans.81 As Simmons recoiled from the blow, 
Cronin fired two bullets at the day laborer, one entering his chest and moving 
into his abdomen, causing massive bleeding and killing him. Cronin then 
wheeled around and discharged his revolver two more times, in the direction 
of the other African Americans in the front room of the house.82

Subsequent developments in the case revealed white sensibilities about mur-
derous responses to perceived African American defiance, even when assailants 
misinterpreted the encounters. Cronin proved too besotted to make a state-
ment after the shooting, and his coworkers delayed interviewing him until the 
following morning, when he was “sobered up,” which they acknowledged in 
court testimony. In his statements to his colleagues the day after the shooting 
and in his trial five months later, Cronin insisted that Simmons had been inso-
lent, an assertion at odds with the observations of witnesses and with the police 
report on the shooting.83 Even white newspaper reporters, who rarely offered 
sympathetic depictions of African American residents, described the wake as 
“a peaceful Negro gathering” and Simmons as an “inoffensive and helpless 
Negro.”84 The New Orleans States, for instance, wrote that the cop had invaded 
a “peaceable negro wake” with a “big police gun in his pocket and more liquor 
than he could carry.”85 Yet, Orleans Parish jurors acquitted Joseph Cronin.86 
For these white residents, murderous violence, even when the killer, by all 
accounts, mistook a slow response for racial defiance, proved permissible. The 
local district attorney won convictions in 7.3 percent of white-on-Black homi-
cide cases and in no cases involving New Orleans policemen during the 1920s.

For Elmo Evans, a toxic combination of acute, class-based sensitivity to 
racial affronts and life as a beat cop spawned two decades of violence toward 
African American residents. Evans believed that police work had exposed 
him to the dire threat these New Orleanians posed to innocent whites, jus-
tifying the wanton, preemptive use of force, ranging from beatings to murder, 
against any African American resident. Born in New Orleans in 1898 to a 
working-class family, Evans attended school for eight years and served in the 
military during the Great War. On June 29, 1921, at the age of twenty-three, 
he joined the police department as a supernumerary patrolman. Three 
months later, the department promoted Evans to patrolman and assigned 
him to the mounted patrol unit, likely because he was obese and struggled to 
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walk a beat. On New Year’s Day in 1922, Evans attempted to arrest three 
African Americans for a minor infraction, one of whom, twenty-year-old 
Ben Harrison shot and seriously injured him, an incident that shaped his 
police career and unleashed a torrent of racial violence.87

Until he retired from the police force in 1941, Evans attempted to exact 
revenge on African American New Orleanians, piling up a long list of attacks 
on these residents, some of which brought sanctions from the police depart-
ment. It is impossible to know how many such assaults went unreported, but 
Police Superintendent Guy Molony suspended and then dismissed Evans 
from the force in 1924, after he beat and shot at twenty-two-year-old Lilly 
Scales. Battering and attempting to kill an unarmed woman, the police chief 
determined, qualified as “conduct unbecoming an officer.” Evans insisted 
that the African American woman had “insulted” him. In response, he teth-
ered her to a fence, beat her, and then shot at Scales, though his bullet missed 
its mark.88 The twenty-six-year-old patrolman appealed his termination. In 
his hearing, Evans defended his conduct, testifying that an African American 
resident had shot him the previous year and that “five policeman had been 
shot during the past years by negroes.”89 The explanation and justification 
persuaded the appeal board, which instructed the police chief to reinstate the 
patrolman. Again and again during the late 1920s, saloonkeepers filed 
charged against Evans for assaulting African American employees. While on 
duty, he repeatedly entered African American barrooms, attacked servers, 
and smashed bottles of liquor.90 Police supervisors typically ignored the com-
plaints, but the tavern owners filed numerous formal charges against the cop 
for the destruction of property. Nonetheless, in 1928 Police Superintendent 
Thomas Healy promoted Evans to detective. His attacks on African 
Americans and his practice of vandalizing African American saloons, how-
ever, continued, and one such episode led to his demotion. In 1930, Evans 
beat another African American bar employee, a “delivery boy.” The assault 
occurred in front of a young white girl, whose father, an ex-cop, filed charges 
against Evans, not for the unprovoked violence but because Evans used 
“obscene language” in the girl’s presence. Police Superintendent Hu Myers 
found him guilty once again of “conduct unbecoming an officer,” stripped 
Evans of his shield, and demoted him to patrolman.91 The following year, 
Evans shot and killed twenty-one-year-old Eugene Brown, after the African 
American laborer called him a “son of a bitch.”92 An assistant district attor-
ney immediately exonerated Evans, who spent another eleven years on the 
police force, remained a patrolman, and continued to beat and bludgeon 
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African American residents, exacting protracted revenge for the 1923 shoot-
ing against other such New Orleanians.93

For Elmo Evans and many other Southern cops, the blend of working-
class racial sensibilities, police experience, and the heightened visibility of 
serving as a uniformed law enforcer increased the potential for the routine 
use of brutal force against African American residents, though these brutal 
patrolmen acted out of the same core impulses as white civilians. Even if their 
formal authority provided freer rein for aggression and enabled cops to 
engage in higher rates of racial brutality, police violence against African 
American mirrored civilian violence in every way. One cop succinctly 
explained that the “policeman is simply the ‘channel of the general white 
hostility against the Negro’ ” and relied on physical brutality in “acting out 
what the majority of whites in New Orleans feel about Negroes.”94

Institutional factors contributed to the similarities between civilian 
responses to racial affronts and police reactions to perceived racial insubor-
dination. Not only did civilian and police abusers share class and demo-
graphic backgrounds, the law enforcers most often had only recently left their 
jobs at the docks or construction sites and joined the police force. New 
Orleans had a tiny, unfunded department during the early 1920s, and local 
cops, by the standards of the era, remained poorly paid. Police expenditures 
in the Louisiana metropolis ranked fifty-ninth among the nation’s sixty-nine 
largest urban centers, and cops’ salaries were the lowest among major US 
population centers.95 A postwar spike in violent crime, however, persuaded 
city officials to expand the unit, which more than doubled during the decade, 
increasing at seven times the rate of the local population.96 The police depart-
ment added new officers so quickly that it hired them as “supernumerary 
patrolmen.” These were essentially emergency appointments, and the “super-
numerary” label entailed a kind of probationary status. If the recruits dem-
onstrated basic fitness for the job, the city promoted them, most often within 
a year, to the permanent status of “patrolmen.” Reflecting the meager pay and 
low prestige of policemen, however, the department could not be rigorous or 
selective and routinely promoted probationary officers, including those who 
had been disciplined for violence, drunkenness, and “neglect of duty,” such 
as Louis Dendinger, Louis Joseph’s killer.97 Supernumerary patrolmen were 
the youngest, least experienced, and most raw men in the department, typi-
cally only recently removed from dock work or hod carrying.

At times during the 1920s, white laborers in New Orleans received blue 
uniforms and service revolvers and exercised law enforcement duties within 
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minutes of leaving jobs on the waterfront. During particular emergencies, 
such as labor strikes, city officials issued “special police” badges, uniforms, 
and firearms to civilians. These temporary cops were “not subject to police 
discipline and control” and underwent no vetting of any sort. Andrew 
Wiebelt, the 1927 road-rage killer, had held a special police position. A New 
York consultant hired by a local reform group in 1921 expressed alarm at this 
“long established practice,” explaining that casually providing such men with 
revolvers and the “insignia of authority” became “the basis of oppressive and 
coercive” conduct on the streets of the city, as plebian class and racial sensi-
bilities infused and infected the police department.98

Nor were 1920s new patrolmen trained after they joined the unit. At pre-
cisely the moment when police departments across the nation professional-
ized and established training classes, city officials in New Orleans, Atlanta, 
and other Southern cities eliminated training academies.99 The Louisiana 
urban center, for example, abolished its instructional program for new offi-
cers during the early 1920s, when the city’s “Old Regulars” political machine 
re-established their authority and eliminated the training academy and civil-
service rules to consolidate its control over the police department. Although 
the superintendent mandated marksmanship classes later in the decade, local 
cops remained otherwise untrained until the mid-1940s.100 Nearly three-
fourths of Southern departments did the same and provided no formal 
instruction or preparation for new cops, at a time when departments else-
where in the nation celebrated “scientific policing,” and expanded their train-
ing programs.101

Supernumerary patrolmen, such as Joseph Cronin and Elmo Evans, com-
mitted a disproportionate share of police violence against African American 
New Orleanians. Untrained, only recently removed from dock work, drawn 
from a segment of the local population particularly anxious about its racial 
and economic status, possessing enhanced authority to employ force, and 
supplied with service revolvers, these law enforcers were, not surprisingly, 
especially quick to perceive slights, to imagine assaults on their social stand-
ing, and to respond with fierce, often lethal brutality. Supernumerary patrol-
men committed more than a third of white-on-Black homicides in New 
Orleans during the 1920s and likely a much higher proportion of nonlethal 
violence against African American residents.

But cops’ jobs made perceived slights and fronts even more searing and 
more personal than the imagined affronts felt by other working-class whites. 
With their identifiable uniforms, badges, and service revolvers, policemen, 
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especially new patrolmen, saw themselves as symbols of white authority and 
believed that the most aggressive, most subversive, and most dangerous 
African American residents—the so called “bad n-----s”—targeted them, 
viewing public insubordination toward cops as a particular expression of 
status and as the paramount challenge to white authority. By defying and 
routing patrolmen on busy streets, these “burley brutes” demonstrated their 
mettle to their peers and undermined the wider caste system. Thus, for 
Southern cops, every encounter with an African American resident became 
a potential test or attack on white authority and backing down or refraining 
from responding forcefully eroded racial supremacy and brought intense col-
lective and personal humiliation. According to one New Orleans observer, 
“if he loses the struggle he is through; he has lost everything. So, the police 
use roughness as a defense mechanism.”102

Nor was this formulation unique to early twentieth-century New Orleans. 
Regional ethnographers described the same phenomena—both the defiant, 
“bad n-----” and the typical patrolman’s response to such perceived challenges 
to his, and therefore to white, authority. Early twentieth-century Southern 
cops, according to cultural anthropologists, “regard any Negro who resists a 
policeman as a ‘bad n-----,’ one who must be ‘taken care of ’ unofficially.”103 
“In no field can his heroics and dare-deviltry be so thoroughly appreciated as 
when he is dealing with ‘the law.’ The policeman provides for him ‘the 
supreme test of his daring,’ ” an interwar sociologist explained.104 A Southern 
cop, another sociologist wrote, represented the “white man, armed, the 
embodiment of authority. Whoever gets the better of him has reached the 
highest goal of the ‘bad’ Negro,” a threat that patrolmen felt acutely and that 
demanded fierce, brutal, public responses. If this symbol of racial power 
“does not take the law into his own hands, [he] loses the respect of both 
Negroes and whites.”105

Visceral reactions to perceived defiance did not trigger every act of police 
brutality against African American New Orleanians or Memphians or 
Atlantans during the early twentieth century. Some violence erupted specifi-
cally from cops’ duties as law enforcers—after suspects resisted arrest, for 
example, and attacked patrolmen who attempted to apprehend them. The 
fatal shooting of twenty-six-year-old Morris Peterson, a New Orleans African 
American day laborer, reflected a typical mix of informal and formal polic-
ing. Just after midnight, on February 12, 1922, Peterson became embroiled in 
a fight over a dice game in a local saloon—described, according to the linguis-
tic conventions of the Prohibition era, as a “soft drink parlor.” Rather than 
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summoning the police, the barkeeper, Edmond Victor, rushed to his room, 
grabbed his 38 caliber Smith and Wesson army revolver, and fired shots at the 
African American dice players, one of whom pulled out his gun and fired 
twice. Victor reloaded and shot five more times. The discharge of the guns 
awakened supernumerary patrolman William Letten, a World War I veteran 
and former machinist with a seventh-grade education, who lived across the 
street from the saloon. With his 38 caliber Smith and Wesson in tow, Letten 
rushed to North Rocheblave Street, saw two African Americans running, 
and gave chase.106 One of the fleeing dice players “cursed and fired one inef-
fectual shot at the Officer and continued running.” In response, Letten shot 
twice, with one of the bullet striking Peterson in the back and killing him.107 
Such circumstances, when police shootings conformed to state law on justifi-
able homicide, were unusual, constituting 31.8 percent of the police homi-
cides against African American residents.108 Instead, minor breaches in the 
region’s racial etiquette more often triggered cop violence against African 
Americans during the 1920s.

In the lion’s share of police beatings and fatal shooting cases, New Orleans 
(and other Southern) patrolmen employed force in preemptive, spontaneous, 
brutal defense of white supremacy and the officers’ personal racial status. 
These pressures exaggerated class-based racial antagonisms and made local 
law enforcers especially quick to respond to perceived disobedience with 
extreme, often deadly, violence. No slights or affronts seemed or felt trivial to 
young, untrained, white patrolmen during the 1920s, amplifying working-
class racial antipathy and fueling police aggression against African 
Americans. In short, municipal cops most often beat, attacked, and killed 
African American residents as an outsized expression of civilian racial hostil-
ity. The morphology of cop and civilian violence against African American 
was nearly identical.

• • •

In sum, 1920s police violence toward African Americans, ranging from street 
brutality to murder, largely complemented or supplemented civilian extral-
egal, popular justice. In New Orleans and through the region, vigilantism 
provided the first line of defense of white supremacy and the Jim Crow caste 
system, and local law enforcers beat and killed African Americans, usually in 
response to perceived violations of racial custom, mainly in their capacities as 
white men, especially white working-class men.
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Robert McCabe and Louis Dendinger’s 1927 fatal shooting of Louis 
Joseph was a typical example of police violence against African American 
residents in the South’s largest city. The two New Orleans patrolmen killed 
the fifteen-year-old high student because he failed to obey them, which they 
considered an act of racial insubordination, and they shot him in the back in 
support of David Hennessey, a white civilian, in violation of police policy on 
the use of guns and state law regarding justifiable homicide. As New 
Orleans—and other Southern urban centers—grew, its streets became more 
congested, its sidewalks and stores became more crowded, interracial interac-
tions between strangers multiplied, and the frequency of misinterpreted 
glances, inflections, and jostles surged, transforming prosaic encounters into 
imagined challenges to racial etiquette. White-on-Black violence, both by 
civilians and by cops, rose. Beatings increased, as did interracial murders. 
During the 1920s, the civilian white-on-Black homicide rate jumped by 
nearly two-thirds in New Orleans, and during the first half of the decade 
alone the police rate climbed by 74.1 percent.109 Nor was this pattern unique 
to New Orleans. In Memphis, for instance, the rise was even more pro-
nounced, with the rate of police homicide against African American resi-
dents swelling by 172.9 percent.110

Although a toxic alchemy of racial-, class-, and occupation-based cultural 
pressures made cops especially quick to perceive defiance and respond with 
brutality, police and civilian violence toward African American residents 
remained nearly indistinguishable, with the profiles of assailants virtually 
identical, the profiles of victims comparable, and the locations, times, weap-
ons, and behavioral triggers mirroring one another. In New Orleans during 
the 1920s, civilians committed 68.1 percent of white-on-Black homicides and 
the proportion spiked to 78.4 percent during the closing years of the decade, 
but there was no boundary between civilian and police attacks on African 
American residents. The latter erupted as an exaggerated expression of the 
former, providing a bulwark for white supremacy in the Jim Crow South. 
Comparable trends unfolded in Memphis, Birmingham, and Mobile during 
the 1920s.111 Simply put, cops provided backup for white civilians in the early 
twentieth-century South, the reverse of the modern construction.

Seemingly skyrocketing breaches of racial defiance during the 1920s, how-
ever, appeared to signal an overwhelming assault on social stability. Crime, 
violence, and racial disorder, in the eyes of white New Orleanians and white 
Southerners, jeopardized the racial hierarchy, endangering respectable, 
decent, innocent city dwellers. These residents felt a soaring sense of  
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vulnerability and demanded institutional, systemic protection. Such a per-
ceived collapse of the social and racial order would generate a sharp pivot in 
policing, and law enforcers would begin to assume a more central, active, and 
aggressive role in maintaining law and order and especially in defending 
white supremacy. White popular justice and vigilantism remained normative 
through the 1920s, though police violence against African Americans would 
become distinct from civilian violence during the 1930s and would surge, 
transforming American law enforcement and race relations in the process.
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newspaper headlines jolted white New Orleanians on the morn-
ing of March 22, 1932. Late in the previous evening, two African American 
men had robbed and fatally shot a forty-nine-year-old white shopkeeper.1 
This was not the first episode of a predatory interracial murder in the city. To 
the contrary, the violent attack on Edward Melancon marked the latest in a 
seeming plague of deadly Black-on-white crimes. But the robbery and shoot-
ing was particularly cruel and highlighted the surging threat that African 
American residents appeared to pose to respectable white New Orleanians 
and the horrific toll of the crumbling racial order. White supremacy had 
never been entirely secure, and its preservation, which many white residents 
considered the bedrock of social stability, had always required constant vigi-
lance.2 All at once, however, the practices, customs, and institutions that 
sustained the local (and regional) racial hierarchy seemed to be collapsing, 
unleashing an explosion of African American violence. White Southerners 
feared that they were losing control of their world, as Melancon’s family and 
a long list of other decent New Orleanians could tragically attest and as resi-
dents read, again and again, on the front pages of the city’s daily newspapers, 
and heard from panicked public officials and political demagogues.

The shopkeeper’s killers had hatched their robbery plan an hour before 
they held up the grocery store and murdered Melancon. In a lottery shop near 
the city’s French Quarter, Sanders Watkins, a twenty-two-year-old unem-
ployed day laborer, proposed the heist to twenty-one-year-old Leaval 
Hubbard, also an unemployed day laborer. The men had known each other 
for a month and belonged to a loosely organized robbery gang. According to 
Hubbard, Watkins, alias Zanoo, suggested that they target Melancon’s small 
store, explaining that “it was a good job [and] we could pull it off tonight.”3 

t w o

“At No Time in the History of Our  
State Has White Supremacy Been  

in Greater Danger”
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Watkins had heard that the proprietor “keeps a roll [of money] in his pocket.” 
When the bandits arrived at the modest neighborhood grocery, however, 
they stood outside and bickered about the merits of robbing Melancon. “That 
man ain’t got no money,” Hubbard argued, but Watkins insisted that it 
would be a quick, “easy” stickup and yield a handsome payoff. “Come on,” he 
exclaimed, “let’s go make some money.” 4

Hubbard consented and took command of the robbery. He handed his 
accomplice a dime and instructed him to order a sausage. When Melancon 
turned to slice the meat, Hubbard would later admit to a police interrogator, 
“I reached into my bosom and pulled out my revolver and told them 
[Melancon and two others in the store] to get them up, pointing the revolver 
at the grocery man.”5 Fourteen-year-old Lloyd Melancon, the proprietor’s 
son, was helping his father in the grocery store that night, and he and an 
African American customer instantly complied. But Edward Melancon hesi-
tated. This angered Hubbard, who demanded for a second time that he “get 
them up.” Hubbard directed Watkins to empty the cash register, which con-
tained only $1.87. With his 38 caliber revolver trained on Melancon, Hubbard 
ordered Zanoo to search the grocer’s pockets for the rumored wad of money. 
Humiliated by this indignity and especially by having an African American 
compel him to submit in the presence of his young son, Melancon balked and 
instead “stooped to get his pistol underneath the counter.” Hubbard imme-
diately pulled the trigger. The bullet pierced the merchant’s abdomen, tearing 
through his small intestine and lodging in the back of his pelvis.6 Melancon 
slumped to the floor, bled profusely, and writhed in agony, as Lloyd watched 
in horror. Hubbard snarled at his partner to rifle the dying man’s pockets. 
Watkins reached into the shopkeeper’s trousers, snatched the contents, and 
the robbers fled, soon to discover that they had murdered a man in a robbery 
that netted $13.87.

For forty-year-old Lucina Melancon, Edward’s widow, and her five sons, 
three of them under ten, the nightmare had only begun, as New Orleans 
journalists eagerly detailed. The shopkeeper teetered at the edge of death for 
two days, before succumbing to his injuries. Creditors quickly foreclosed on 
the grocery and evicted the family from the property, which included the 
small apartment behind the store where the Melancons had resided. A “semi-
invalid” and unable to work, Lucina rented a tiny, two-room house, and the 
family of six struggled to survive on the earnings of eighteen-year-old O’Neil, 
who held a part-time job in a cotton mill and brought home $6.63 per week, 
more than one-third of which now went to their landlord.7 Lloyd, who had 
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watched helplessly as Hubbard fatally shot his father and as Watkins plucked 
the money from the groaning man’s pocket, told reporters that the grocery 
had provided a comfortable living for the Melancons—“not much in the way 
of luxuries, but the necessities were there.”8 Then “came the night of March 
21—and a bandit,” Lloyd sobbed. Hubbard’s predatory crime left the family 
“living in want,” according to the fourteen-year-old boy.9 The seventh grader 
dropped out of school and issued a desperate public plea for work. “I don’t 
care what it is doing, nor how little it pays,” Lloyd explained, “but I’ve got to 
do something to help O’Neil take care of the family.” The other Melancon 
children would also leave school by the seventh grade, securing jobs as day 
laborers and remaining in the cramped house to support their “gravely ill” 
mother.10

To white New Orleanians, who remained accustomed to relying on self-
help and popular justice rather than formal policing, Edward Melancon’s 
murder graphically illustrated the rapid deterioration of the racial order. But 
white vigilantism and local custom, core elements of the informal system of 
racial control, no longer protected respectable residents from African 
American desperadoes. The viciousness of the crime underscored a new white 
vulnerability, haunting and terrifying them.11 And Hubbard’s barbarity was 
not an isolated event. This murder, however, was merely unusually heartless, 
especially humiliating, and hence copiously covered in local newspapers, as 
the African American bandit forced a respectable white man to submit and 
then slaughtered him. Unwilling to abide the shame of being dominated and 
having Watkins pilfer the money in his pockets as he stood powerless in front 
of his son, Melancon did what white men in the Jim Crow South were 
expected to do; he resisted—and was shot down in the process. The degrada-
tion continued, however, when Hubbard commanded Sanders to search the 
dying merchant’s trousers. The Melancons’ descent into poverty and despera-
tion, gratuitously described in myriad newspaper articles and recounted 
again at the killers’ trial, reminded white New Orleanians of their vulnera-
bility and the looming African American threat.

In short, the crime indicated that white residents’ worst fears were being 
realized. These New Orleanians had worried about the racial order before. 
But this violence seemed different—more brutal and more wanton. During 
the late 1920s and early 1930s, local newspapers provided daily evidence of the 
threat, documenting the crisis with a horrifying and swelling tally of the 
body count that confirmed white alarm. Far from allaying their anxieties, 
local officials, including law enforcers, amplified them and expressed similar 
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panic. “At no time in the history of our State,” Orleans Parish District 
Attorney Eugene Stanley warned, “has White Supremacy been in greater 
danger.”12 Black-on-white predatory violence surged, according to local jour-
nalists and prominent residents; the criminals butchered solid, respectable 
white men, such as Edward Melancon, and preyed on white women as well, 
rekindling memories of a purported turn-of-the-century rape epidemic.

The African American “marauders” also seemed increasingly bold and 
merciless, confident that established mechanisms of racial control had become 
moribund.13 Their crimes, white observers emphasized, were brazen, even 
performative, as bloodthirsty African American men “flaunted” their aggres-
sive rejection of racial etiquette and reveled in degrading their white victims.14 
Such overt, violent defiance shocked white residents and highlighted their 
helplessness, particularly as their efforts to reassert racial dominance often 
had fatal consequences for respectable men such as Edward Melancon.

White New Orleanians insisted that racial instability had eroded social 
order during the late 1920s and early 1930s, sparking three chilling changes. 
First, the Great Migration flooded the community with violent African 
American newcomers. The tidal wave of migrants seemed to overwhelm 
mechanisms of racial control and authority. As a consequence, white city 
dwellers insisted, interracial murder, robbery, and sexual assault skyrocketed.

Leaval Hubbard was typical of a new breed of killers. Born and reared in 
St. Martinville, a small town in rural Louisiana, he moved one hundred miles 
to New Orleans and had a history of violent behavior. Hubbard stabbed an 
acquaintance in a dispute over a crap game, for instance, and served sixteen 
months in the state penitentiary.15 Upon his release, he joined a bandit gang 
that assembled an “arsenal” of weapons and targeted small grocery and drug 
stores operated by white New Orleanians. Hubbard participated in seven 
holdups in the months before his deadly robbery of Melancon’s shop.16 
African American migrants like Hubbard made New Orleans one of the 
most murderous cities in the nation.

Second, long-established mechanisms for maintaining racial control fal-
tered during this era, giving free rein to the predators. Not only was custom 
inadequate, but the crush of migrants transformed the city’s social geography 
in ways that unleashed dangerous “race mixing,” exposing white New 
Orleanians to the ravages of the newcomers. Even white popular justice and 
self-help now proved incapable of preserving the racial order, a frightening 
shift accelerated by the proliferation of firearms and “gun-toting” African 
Americans. These changes jeopardized white supremacy.
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Third, the Melancon murder laid bare a crisis in white gender roles, reveal-
ing the sudden inability of men to defend themselves, let alone to maintain 
racial control and authority. Just as his killer typified the dangerous newcom-
ers, the murdered grocer symbolized white masculinity and respectability, 
and Hubbard and his 38 caliber revolver had easily vanquished him. Hailing 
from a local, working-class family, Melancon had climbed into the bottom 
tier of middle-class society. He began his working career in a sugar factory, 
became a saw mill inspector, and then a plumbing inspector. A few months 
before Hubbard murdered him, Melancon had acquired the grocery, which 
generated a modest but stable income. But the shopkeeper could not protect 
himself or cement his family’s status, and his death plunged Lucina and their 
sons into poverty.

In the years immediately after the Great War, white New Orleanians had 
been content to ignore African American criminal violence, confident that 
it remained safety confined within the Black community. During the early 
1920s, for example, prosecutors routinely dismissed charges against African 
American killers and secured convictions in only 14.5 percent of homicide 
cases. Orleans Parish district attorneys dropped the charges against a higher 
proportion of these suspects than among their white counterparts and won 
guilty verdicts at a lower percentage, largely reflecting their indifference 
toward African American crime and criminals.17 This quickly changed, how-
ever, when migrants flooded the city, race mixing flared, and deadly crime 
bled across racial lines, seemingly endangering and terrifying respectable, 
solid residents.18 Familiar, noninstitutional mechanisms of racial control—
custom, civilian policing, popular justice, and vigilantism—suddenly proved 
incapable of preserving social stability, and the bulwarks of the social hierar-
chy seemed to be disintegrating. White supremacy, as the parish district 
attorney conceded, was under siege. Something had to be done to protect the 
good people of the city.

• • •

The Great Migration unshackled a torrent of social changes that rocked white 
society and threatened to demolish the racial order. Driven out of the region 
by Jim Crow, lynching, grinding poverty, and instability in the Southern agri-
cultural economy, nearly a million African Americans fled from rural areas 
and resettled in Northern industrial centers, pouring into Chicago, Detroit, 
Cleveland, and other cities. But larger numbers of migrants, most of them 
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young and single, traveled to Southern urban centers. Between 1900 and 1920, 
nearly 900,000 African Americans moved to Southern cities, compared with 
671,292 relocating to the Northern urban areas.19 Some merely passed 
through, stopping briefly at local railroad depots on the trip north. Others, 
however, remained. During the 1920s, New Orleans’s African American 
population swelled by nearly a third, growing twice as fast as the city’s white 
population. Nashville’s African American community rose by  
20 percent, Vicksburg’s by 30 percent, Birmingham’s by 41 percent, and 
Atlanta’s by 43 percent.20 Equally important, in 1930 African Americans com-
prised one-third of New Orleans residents and nearly 40 percent of Memphis 
and Birmingham residents, four-to-five times the proportion of Northern 
cities. Thus, white residents of Southern urban centers felt invaded and 
besieged by the newcomers, magnifying racialized stereotypes of crime and 
disorder during the late 1920s and 1930s.21

New Orleans’s distinctive topography made this migration especially 
unsettling for white residents. The city was sprawling, covering the third 
largest area among the nation’s urban centers.22 But the physical dimensions 
of the municipality were misleading, for bayous submerged much of Orleans 
Parish and precluded residential development in nearly three-fourths of the 
city.23 As a consequence, residents crowded into the patches of high, dry 
ground, particularly along the banks of the Mississippi River. New Orleans 
featured a “backyard” or “back swamp” pattern of African American popula-
tion concentration, with small, dense pockets of these residents clustered 
close to, behind, and between white neighborhoods.24

This unusual social geography left African American areas scattered, sur-
rounded by white residents, and unable to absorb the surge in population 
without encroaching into neighboring white sections. The increased daily 
interaction during the 1920s frightened many white New Orleanians, who 
more often crossed paths with unfamiliar, young African American new-
comers. Writing in 1926, the city attorney warned municipal officials of the 
resulting dangers and insisted that the “races should be kept apart.”25 A local 
lawyer issued a more incendiary description of conditions in the community, 
using his weekly radio program to express his horror about “these baboons 
mixing with white people and being turned loose on the streets of New 
Orleans to kill people.”26

Measures to reduce overcrowding and race mixing in the dense, southern 
portion of the parish created additional problems and deepened tensions. In 
the late 1910s, the city installed massive electric pumps to drain the bayous 
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and buoy residential development. The project, however, proceeded haltingly 
and only a decade later did significant construction and demographic expan-
sion begin, affording greater racial separation. But transportation improve-
ments became necessary so that African American factory laborers and 
longshoremen could travel to work. Affluent white residents who fled to 
upscale new subdivisions also needed access to the downtown area and espe-
cially the business district. In different ways, both public and private trans-
portation developments generated racial friction. Far from shielding white 
residents from threats, commuting exposed them to greater perils and the 
evils of race mixing.

Even more than before, white and African American New Orleanians 
shared streetcars, for example, and perceived violations of racial etiquette 
became endemic, with the former demanding racial deference in seating and 
comportment and the latter sometimes balking at remaining crammed into 
the rear sections of the vehicles. White residents also worried about being 
attacked on streetcars, and white women traveling alone reported that African 
American riders made rude, menacing comments and stalked, followed, and 
sexually assaulted them when they stepped off the cars, particularly at night.27

Automobiles brought greater problems as well. As the price of vehicles 
dropped and the number of cars skyrocketed, whites complained bitterly that 
African American drivers flouted racial custom, refusing to defer to them at 
intersections, aggressively passing them, cutting them off in traffic, and dis-
playing aggression and defiance from behind the wheels of their roadsters.28 
These challenges to the local racial code sometimes ended in violent encoun-
ters, tinging “road rage” with racial venom. Streetcars and roads became 
contested terrain in the battle to preserve white authority.

Racial segregation introduced unexpected dangers as well. White New 
Orleanians worried that African American newcomers were unfamiliar with 
local custom and that residential isolation left the migrants without sustained 
contact with respectable residents who could instruct them in the informal 
etiquette and unspoken codes that maintained racial deference and but-
tressed social order. Instead, aggressive, racially subversive attitudes and 
behaviors festered, only to be unleashed in encounters on sidewalks, in stores, 
on streetcars, and behind the wheel of automobiles. These “unknown miscre-
ants” operated with “impunity.”29 Every effort to protect white New 
Orleanians seemed to render them less safe.

To the horror of white residents, young African American newcomers 
increasingly defied local racial custom, according to newspaper accounts and 
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police files, and reports of violent encounters abounded and fed welling anxi-
eties.30 On January 19, 1925, for instance, George Stouff, a twenty-seven-year-
old, white streetcar conductor, died when an African American factory 
worker reacted to a routine reminder of New Orleans racial etiquette with a 
deadly assault. At 8:45 p.m., Stouff approached his “sweetheart,” nineteen-
year-old Thelma Hartman, on the sidewalk in front of her St. Peter Street 
residence. As they walked closer to one another, the young white woman 
passed Prince Johnson, a thirty-three-old African American stranger, who 
made an insolent remark, quipping “Honey do you want some cake and 
candy?” The police report on the ensuing attack explained that Stouff, like 
any respectable white man, “resented” the comment, “asked the negro what 
he meant by insulting the white girl,” and ordered Johnson to “move on.” 
Then, the investigating patrolman explained, “without another cause or 
provocation the negro stabbed Stouff,” inflicting a fatal abdominal wound.31 
Again and again, according to white journalists, such prosaic encounters trig-
gered murderous responses from young African American New Orleanians, 
inciting terror among white residents and signaling an ominous change in 
the city’s racial order.

More assertive white efforts to combat defiance and racial instability 
proved equally disastrous. Stouff had merely “remonstrated” with Prince 
Johnson, and he died in the process. Other white New Orleanians resisted 
African American challenges more forcefully yet suffered the same fate. 
Civilian policing and manly initiative fell short of restoring white authority 
and instead revealed the vulnerability of decent, respectable citizens. With 
dizzying frequency, newspapers reported and police files documented the 
victimization of solid white men at the hands of vicious African Americans 
strangers during the late 1920s and early 1930s.

Wilmer Lyons’s murder on March 9, 1930, sent shock waves through white 
New Orleans and garnered statewide attention, providing still more tangible 
evidence that no white Louisianan remained safe on the streets of the  
city. Shortly before 9 p.m., the twenty-eight-year-old clerk purchased sand-
wiches at a grocery close to his State Street home. Lyons paid for the food 
with a $20 bill. Camped outside the shop, two African Americans watched 
the transaction through the shop’s window, concluded that Lyons was  
flush with cash, and descended on him. When Lyons exited Fred Gaudet’s 
store, the bandits separated enough for their victim to pass between them  
on the sidewalk and then pounced on him, one from each side. But Lyons  
was a strong, powerful athlete, a football and baseball star in college.32 
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He “threw the man on his left off” and ripped free from other holdup man.33 
One of his attackers screamed “give it to him,” and the other “negro thug,” 
twenty-one-year-old James Mills, pulled out a handgun and fired.34 The sin-
gle bullet pierced Lyons’s kidney, colon, the right lobe of his liver, and the 
lower lobe of his left lung. According to the Baton Rouge Advocate, the former 
star athlete “lay on the ground for 15 minutes, crying vainly for help, and 
finally dragged himself to his home, a short distance away. He collapsed in 
his wife’s arms” and died a short time later.35 Accounts of the murder 
appeared in newspapers across the state, expressing horror that a “vengeful 
negro, angry at being repulsed,” had murdered the former sports star.36

Occurring the same week as Wilmer Lyons’s murder, George Johnson 
slaughtered another prominent white athlete, J. Adair Lawrence. This crime 
was even more emblematic of the wider, deeper breakdown of the racial order 
and attracted even greater attention from Louisiana newspapers, for it 
exposed and amplified African Americans’ violent subversion of white 
authority and the migrants’ assault on New Orleans tradition, public space, 
and social order. The twenty-eight-year-old Lawrence belonged to the local 
elite. A former football star and “campus celebrity” at Tulane University, he 
attended the institution’s medical school after graduation. At the peak of the 
1930 Carnival celebration, a truck filled with “Tulane men,” most of them 
former football players and dressed as sailors for the raucous festivities, 
passed through the French Quarter, where they encountered a “huge crowd 
of negro Mardi Gras revelers.”37 White witnesses asserted that the African 
Americans “began to annoy the white men,” blocked their vehicle, “cursed” 
them, and “pulled at the legs of the boys whose legs were hanging from the 
side of the truck.” Refusing to abide such insolent behavior, the “boys on  
the truck alighted and began to fight back.”38 According to white reporters, 
the former gridiron stars were “forced into the fracas by the negroes, who 
were the aggressors.”39

Lawrence joined his former teammates in the melee, where they defended 
themselves, determined to reestablish elite, white, masculine dominance on 
the “impudent” hoard.40 “Out-numbered by twenty or more to one it was an 
uneven fight, the negroes using knives, chairs, iron bars and bricks, while the 
Tulane men had only their fists for protection,” one journalist waxed.41 
Towering over the crowd at 6'8" tall and weighing 280 pounds, Lawrence 
symbolized white manly authority and, relying on his bare hands, began 
thrashing the brash African Americans. Johnson later told police officials that 
“I saw a big man knocking negroes down like flies.” 42 According to the other 
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Tulane “boys” and white newspaper reporters, George Johnson then whipped 
out a gun and shot the unarmed football star in the face from close range.

If Lawrence epitomized white authority and manly honor, his killer ful-
filled the stereotype of the African American criminal. Unrepentant, 
Johnson “readily admitted” shooting Lawrence.43 Born and raised in New 
Orleans’s southeastern hinterland, he migrated to the city at the age of eight-
een and eschewed local racial custom in the regional metropolis. White wit-
nesses to the killing described him as insolent and defiant. Moments before 
shooting Lawrence, they testified, Johnson announced that African 
American residents “don’t allow any White people on South Rampart street” 
and promised the white men to “bump you off.” He then pointed his pistol 
at the medical student, bellowing “let me get that White Mother Fucker” as 
he discharged the weapon.44 To police interrogators, Johnson boasted that 
the white men were armed attackers, “but I was a little too quick for them.” 45

African American combatants, witnesses, journalists, and Johnson offered 
a very different description of the deadly skirmish, though the depictions 
were not entirely incompatible, and these conflicting images captured the 
toxic racial climate of the city in 1930. African American participants and 
bystanders contended that the Tulane men had initiated the fight. “The real 
aggressors were the whites, as it always is in the southland,” an African 
American newspaper editor explained.46 While he acknowledged shooting 
Lawrence, George Johnson maintained that “we didn’t bother them.” 47 
Moreover, the hulking medical student, these witnesses indicated, was hardly 
an innocent, unarmed victim, for he wielded a knife, had slashed an African 
American woman, and was attacking Johnson when his shooter, a foot 
shorter and 130 pounds lighter, discharged his “38 special.”

African American residents told journalists and later testified to police 
investigators that the white men “began the melee by throwing eggs at the 
crowd of negroes.” 48 When the targets of the athletes’ fun objected to such 
treatment, one of the Tulane men announced his intention to “kill all of 
these negroes.” 49 White observers and participants in the fight did not deny 
these reports, but neither did they consider showering African American 
residents with rotten eggs to be objectionable conduct or to constitute provo-
cation. Writing shortly after the Lawrence shooting, an African American 
editor complained that the trigger for the violence was commonplace prac-
tice of “bands of young white men” riding through the streets of the city 
“heaving bricks, rotten eggs—as in this case—and vegetables at all Negroes 
seen on the streets.” The police, the journalist fumed, casually ignored the 
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malicious behavior of these “young southern gentlemen in their pursuit of 
pleasure.”50 White New Orleanians viewed such conduct as routine, an ordi-
nary, prosaic expression of racial privilege and termed African American 
objections inappropriate and incendiary. A New Orleans States reporter 
explained that “members of the Tulane party” fought only “in self defense” 
and that the African American response to being pelted with rotten eggs 
represented an assault on white supremacy.51

Johnson’s reaction to racial custom conformed to an alarming trend and 
confirmed white perceptions that the Great Migration ignited an explosion 
in violence—in New Orleans and across the country. The local murder rate 
spiked, as did regional and national rates. Between 1920 and 1925, the US 
homicide rate swelled by 19.2 percent. Urban murder rates particularly 
soared, climbing by 30.6 percent, with jumps of 43.8 percent in Detroit and 
94.8 percent in Chicago. But the surge in New Orleans dwarfed those 
increases. The city’s murder rate mushroomed by 139.2 percent. By 1924, New 
Orleans was the third most murderous city in the United States, with rates 
double Chicago’s at the height of Al Capone’s reign, four times Detroit’s 
level, and six times Boston’s homicide rate.52 Local observers anticipated that 
death toll would continue to spiral, with the editor of the New Orleans Item 
terming the situation “intolerable” and warning that “it promises to become 
worse instead of better.”53 Prominent residents implored respectable New 
Orleanians to purchase firearms in response to the crime wave. Writing in 
1926, a district attorney advised that “every man and women who leaves his 
home in an automobile should carry a good pistol,” a suggestion that likely 
contributed to the 128.8 percent leap in the city’s gun homicide rate.54

Local whites attributed the explosion in violence to African American 
newcomers, a view echoed by newspaper editors and exploited by political 
officials. The murder epidemic, the New Orleans Times-Picayune concluded 
in 1922, “is all on the side of the negroes.”55 Two years later, Police 
Superintendent Guy Molony offered a similar interpretation, explaining that 
“we have a rather high homicide rate but that is largely due to our great negro 
population. Most of the murders in New Orleans are committed by 
negroes.”56 He added that “if it were not for the colored murders, New 
Orleans and the entire South would have an excellent record.”57 The statisti-
cian for the municipal board of health concurred, writing that when the 
“negro rate” is removed from the calculation “New Orleans’ [murder] rate is 
less than the average.” Bristling at the suggestion that the city was violent, he 
insisted that white New Orleanians remained peaceful and law abiding.58 
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“The preponderance of collared-killers [sic],” a white editor added in 1926, “is 
largely responsible.”59

But African American crime, white residents worried, increasingly 
leached across racial lines, a terrifying effect of the Great Migration, race 
mixing, and the newcomers’ fierce assault on white supremacy. New Orleans 
politicians responded by enacting a racial zoning ordinance, passing the stat-
ute in 1924 after ten seconds of debate and garnering fulsome praise from 
relieved white New Orleanians.60 They insisted that physical separation 
offered law-abiding white residents the best hope for safety. Local civil rights 
activists, however, quickly challenged the ordinance, and three years later the 
US Supreme Court declared the measure unconstitutional, leaving white 
residents at the mercy of African American criminals, such as Leaval 
Hubbard and George Johnson.61

The Great Migration had flooded New Orleans with “bad n-----s,” new-
comers who reveled in subverting the racial hierarchy, dominating and humili-
ating respectable white men, and murdering innocent shopkeepers and other 
respectable residents. While this stereotype was not new, fears of “bad n-----s” 
spread as the murder rate surged and became stock images in newspaper 
accounts of local crime during the 1920s and 1930s. Such an African American 
resident, according to both local and regional white observers, openly rejected 
the “racial etiquette defining his sphere and role.” 62 But worse, these newcom-
ers were not content merely to rob white merchants. Rather, “their triumph 
[was] incomplete if they are unable to flaunt themselves in the face of a white 
man.” 63 They degraded and purposefully humiliated their victims, basking in 
forcing respectable white men to submit and then slaughtering them in order 
to cement their reputations with their peers. With the city awash with new-
comers, “there is always the possibility that almost any one of these strange 
faces may be the front of a ‘bad n-----.’ ” 64 Inexpensive guns added to the hys-
teria, emboldening the migrants, according to white observers, and enabling 
brash, defiant African American newcomers to become savage killers.65

Sensationalized newspaper reports and inflammatory rhetoric from 
demagogic local politicians stitched isolated incidents into a massive crime 
wave, inciting panic among anxious white New Orleanians while eschewing 
or distorting quantitative evidence of actual violence. The range and scope of 
highly publicized accounts of interracial crime magnified the terror and 
highlighted the perceived failure of custom and popular justice. Two themes, 
however, commanded particular attention, garnered front-page coverage in 
local and statewide newspapers, and terrified white residents.
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First, white merchants seemed particularly vulnerable, and local editors 
plastered reports of disastrous efforts to fend off African American robbers 
on the front pages of local newspapers during the late 1920s and early 1930s. 
With numbing repetition, the articles described violent encounters strikingly 
similar to Leaval Hubbard’s murder of Edward Melancon. Again and again, 
according to white crime-beat reporters, African American men entered 
small shops, requested items from the proprietor, and brandished a weapon 
when the clerk or proprietor turned to prepare the order for purchase. If the 
shopkeeper showed any sign of resistance or even hesitated before submit-
ting, the “thug,” “marauder,” or “negro bandit” bludgeoned or, more often, 
shot him like a dog.

One after another, African American robbers brutalized and murdered 
white merchants, crimes emblazoned on the front pages of New Orleans 
newspapers and reprinted across the state with a contagion-like effect. In an 
almost formulaic account, local reporters described how the fifty-year-old 
Ernest Wilbert, a shop manager, “was murderously assaulted Saturday after-
noon by a negro who was frustrated in his attempt to rob the establishment.” 
The holdup man entered the store and asked for a bottle of ammonia. When 
Wilbert “turned his back to wrap up the bottle,” according to the New 
Orleans States, “he was dealt a heavy blow on the head with a piece of lead 
pipe, knocking him unconscious.” 66 Likewise, an African American robber 
shot and killed fifty-two-year-old Peter Capatae, who operated a local restau-
rant. The criminal “asked Capatae for something to eat. As he turned his 
back the negro pulled a small automatic and demanded the money.” Capatae 
died from two bullet wounds to his abdomen.67 In a nearly identical attack, 
a “negro bandit” shot Julius Schuester “from a distance of only a few feet. Mr. 
Schuester,” a newspaper reported, “was behind the counter when two negroes 
entered the [grocery] store, and ordered five cents worth of cigarettes. 
Schuester turned around to obtain the cigarettes and, as he turned back to 
the negroes, one of them whipped a pistol out of his pocket and ordered him 
to stick up his hands. Mr. Schuester was slow in complying with the demand 
and the negro thug, becoming alarmed, fired point blank at him.” 68 A few 
months later, a “negro bandit” shot sixty-five-year-old Leopold Zelenka, who 
also owned a small grocery. The young assailant ordered a ham sandwich and 
“without warning drew a revolver and fired a shot,” striking the shopkeeper 
in the shoulder and severing a major artery. According to a Baton Rouge 
newspaper, Zelenka “tried to reach a gun he kept beneath a counter but his 
arm was paralyzed by the bullet,” leaving him bleeding and helpless.69
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Reports of similarly murderous robberies, mirroring the Melancon kill-
ing, appeared with staccato-like repetition in newspapers across the state and 
the region, fueling white fears of African Americans, violent crime, and the 
collapse of white supremacy and masculine authority. According to one New 
Orleans newspaper, “weekly the negroes have terrorized small neighborhood 
grocery stores and have awed both owners and customers in the stores.”70 Not 
only was Black-on-white violent crime seemingly skyrocketing, but the 
African American assailants obliterated white, masculine authority in every 
instance, rendering their victims powerless and then murdering them. 
Virtually identical accounts of “negro bandits” wantonly slaughtering white 
shopkeepers splashed across the front pages of Birmingham, Atlanta, Mobile, 
and Memphis newspapers during the late 1920s and early 1930s. In 1930, for 
example, the Memphis Commercial Appeal described an “orgy” of such mur-
derous robberies.71

Second, the criminals preyed on white women. Such attacks echoed an 
earlier Black-on-white crime panic. It particularly terrified them and rein-
forced notions of a pervasive assault on white supremacy and manhood, as 
white men proved unable to protect their wives and daughters. No space 
seemed safe from these “negro thugs,” who, according to the New Orleans 
Item, unleashed “a reign of terror by attacking white women.”72

African American strangers, the white women reported, followed them 
when they alighted from streetcars at night. As soon as the vehicles disap-
peared into the darkness, the predators attacked, often dragging their victims 
into alleys where they robbed and ravaged them. Twenty-three-year-old 
Frank Williams, according to local newspapers, assaulted numerous white 
women in early 1930. He traveled “on the same [street]car with them and then 
followed them on foot when they left the car.”73 Likewise, police officials and 
New Orleans crime-beat reporters reported that seventeen-year-old Emmit 
Johnson attacked Mamie Brintell, a fifty-seven-year-old widow who worked 
as a maid in a movie theater, moments after she stepped off a streetcar, “grip-
ping her by the throat.”74

In other such assaults, the “fiends” jumped out of bushes or alleys to attack 
and “criminally assault”—in other words, rape—the white women. A “negro 
leaped from behind the billboards,” seized thirty-four-year-old Bertha 
Morales by the throat, and dragged her into a vacant lot on November 18, 
1928.75 Similarly, a “negro sprang from the darkness,” grabbed forty-eight-
year-old Ethel Bennett, knocked her unconscious with “a blow in the face,” 
and hauled her from the sidewalk.76 In another such attack, an African 
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American robber and rapist followed fifty-one-year-old Mrs. John Powell 
“late one night and attacked her in an alleyway near Tulane Avenue,” taking 
her money and sexually assaulting the white woman.77

The victims were often middle-aged, respectable women. Two young, 
“burley,” armed African American men, for example, assaulted forty-seven-
year-old Clementine Everhart, the wife of a local contractor, and her friend, 
Mamie Fallo, also forty-seven, as they walked to the St. Francis de Sales 
church at 5:20 a.m. on December 31, 1928. One pointed “a revolver at the two 
elderly women,” barked “keep still and gimme what ya got,” and snatched 
Everhart’s prayer beads and purse. Fallo sprinted into the darkness and 
screamed, prompting the criminals to flee.78 Local streets no longer seemed 
safe for white women.

Not even automobiles provided protection. New Orleans newspapers pub-
lished numerous accounts of African American mashers attacking white 
women seated in cars. On May 2, 1929, for example, thirty-nine-year-old 
Cornelius Martin blocked the vehicle in which a nineteenth-year-old white 
woman was riding, “dragged the girl out of the automobile into the woods,” and 
criminally assaulted her, a crime reported in every New Orleans newspaper.79 
A few months later, a “negro bandit” attacked twenty-three-year-old Johanna 
Goldman as she sat in an automobile on St. Charles Avenue, one of the city’s 
busiest streets. According to the newspaper accounts, the “negro thug” ham-
mered Goldman “over the left eye and rendered [her] unconscious.”80

Nor were homes and bedrooms safe from the criminals, for accounts of 
African American home intruders attacking women as they slept filled local 
newspapers during the late 1920s and early 1930s. White readers learned 
about these predators entering women’s bedrooms, usually late at night, pre-
sumably intent on robbing and sexually assaulting their victims. A “young 
negro,” for instance, broke into sixty-five-year-old Annie Schling’s Gaienee 
Street apartment in the middle of night, “supposedly in search of money.” He 
invaded her bedroom, “seized her by the throat,” and choked her. When 
Schling resisted his attack and broke free from his grasp, the fiend grabbed a 
medicine bottle and “struck the woman in the face.”81 Similarly, at 4:45 a.m. 
on February 21, 1932, an African American man entered Mieralin Cauley’s 
bedroom, “grabbed her, placed a hand over her mouth and dragged her out 
of bed,” according to the New Orleans States. As he pulled her across the 
room, however, the twenty-seven-year-old woman broke free from her 
attacker, lunged for a dresser, and seized her revolver. Frightened, “the negro 
leaped through the window which he had entered.”82 Jessie Saunders was less 
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fortunate, local newspapers lamented. A “burley negro” entered her bedroom 
“rushed up her, slugged her unconscious and tied and gagged her with a 
bedspread.”83

Newspaper descriptions of such attacks implied that the criminals rou-
tinely robbed and sexually assaulted white women, invoking a familiar “negro 
rapist” trope. “Before robbing her,” for example, sixty-eight-year-old Carrie 
Wahl’s attacker “knocked her down” and “maltreated her. She was found 
unconscious” on railroad tracks, according to a New Orleans newspaper.84 
Seven other white women identified the same assailant, William Johnson, a 
twenty-seven-year-old auto mechanic originally from Vicksburg.85 Local 
journalists characterized Johnson as a serial rapist.86 More often, newspaper 
accounts offered veiled, but pointedly suggestive, references to sexual assaults, 
describing African American criminals dragging white women into alleys, 
garages, and vacant lots, and leaving their victims unconscious.

Bold and defiant, these predators even attacked women escorted by their 
husbands, and the criminals added to the indignity of the robberies and 
“criminal assaults” by training their revolvers on the men and rendering them 
helpless or bludgeoning them into unconsciousness. Cornelius Martin, who 
dragged his victim out of an automobile and sexually assaulted her, first bat-
tered her companion senseless, while Leslie Flowers’s brazen attacker, who 
did not even don a mask, confined her husband into another room at gun-
point while he assaulted her.87 In the summer of 1929, New Orleans police 
officials warned residents about the “negro bandits” who “had been commit-
ting assaults upon white women in various sections of the city, after holding 
at bay or slugging the escorts of the women.”88 The predators defiled white 
women, humiliated their husbands, and forced white men, such as Edward 
Melancon, into powerlessness and submission, subverting the racial hierarchy 
as they committed their violent crimes. Robbery, murder, and rape blended 
and blurred.

Sexually assaulting white women and forcing shopkeepers and merchants 
into helplessness proved especially symbolically freighted. Dominating 
African Americans, both individually and collectively, formed a core element 
of racial and gender identity for white men in the Jim Crow South. Thus, the 
robberies and the sexual assaults of women represented attacks on white 
supremacy that seemed even more menacing than mere violent crimes and far 
more unsettling than holdups and sexual assaults by white predators.89

The elision of young African American newcomers and predatory violence 
yoked local anxieties to the social-science scholarship of the era. Reports of 
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African American men attacking, robbing, and murdering white men and 
sexually assaulting white women were not new, but newspaper accounts of 
such crimes and white anxieties increased dramatically during the late 1920s, 
as the crime panic spread and white fears about the collapse of the racial 
order mounted. Sociological and criminological studies bolstered and but-
tressed white New Orleanians’ stereotyping.90 Local officials, for example, 
often drew upon Frederick L. Hoffman’s annual statistical analyses of homi-
cide in America. A vice president and statistician of the Prudential Insurance 
and the nation’s leading authority on violence, Hoffman published a column, 
complete with a series of tables, each year in the industry’s trade journal, The 
Spectator.91 His annual reports, summaries of which appeared in the leading 
newspapers, elicited both praise and rage from Southern political leaders, for 
Hoffman noted the stratospheric homicide rates of African American resi-
dents but also identified Southern cities, particularly Memphis and New 
Orleans, as the murder capitals of the nation.92 Local leaders applauded and 
quoted from the statistician’s views about race but bristled at his conclusions, 
insisting that his tables ranking cities according to their homicide rates failed 
to explain that whites in the region were peaceful and that the high murder 
rates largely reflected violence committed by African Americans.93 “The man 
does not understand conditions here,” the police superintendent complained, 
explaining that the “negro problem was not given the proper attention.”94 
Memphis officials became so angry at his reports that they refused to share 
data with him.95 Early twentieth-century “scientific” studies of race and vio-
lence, such as Hoffman’s, mainly enabled Southern whites to couch their 
familiar assumptions about African Americans in seemingly neutral, schol-
arly, authoritative terms.

Even these stereotyped images of African Americans, however, became 
caricatured during the late 1920s and 1930s. City officials, white journalists, 
local cops, and crime victims invoked formulaic images to describe African 
American suspects and depicted nearly every assailant as a “burley negro” or 
a “big burley, black brute.” Jessie Saunders, for example, told police investiga-
tors that the ravager who invaded her bedroom and bound and gagged her 
was “a burley negro,” while the two church women assaulted in 1929 described 
their attackers as “two burley young negroes.”96 Such imagery cast African 
American men as ferocious and beast-like, possessing super-human strength.

Witness testimony and the suspects themselves, however, often belied 
such characterizations and tropes. Police accounts of his arrest and shooting, 
for example, depicted sixteen-year-old Willie Gray as a hulking goliath,  
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who physically overpowered two detectives attempting to arrest him and 
compelling them to shoot the teenager.97 An African American commenta-
tor countered that this was “contrary to fact. The boy is frail, almost a weak-
ling.”98 But the repetition of the stereotypes cemented white perceptions of 
African American beasts preying on innocent, respectable New Orleanians.

Entirely fabricated descriptions of African American predators drew 
upon and reinforced these images. Again and again during the interwar 
period, white New Orleanians invented tales of brawny African American 
brutes attacking them, using falsified crime accounts to hide a wide range of 
misdeeds and crimes. Jessie Saunders, for instance, “decided to stage a fake 
robbery” and sexual assault after she raided her husband’s Christmas fund, 
while thirty-year-old Myrtle Lala invented a similar tale of a “Negro prowler” 
attacking her in her bedroom in order to “conceal her guilt from her hus-
band” after the woman’s adulterous lover battered her.99 Fifteen-year-old 
Joseph Garet “told the police that he had been robbed, bound and gagged by 
a Negro and left helpless in an empty box car” to avoid being whipped by his 
father for “playing hookey.”100

In other falsified accounts of African American attacks, the purported vic-
tim sought to mislead law enforcers. Eighteen-year-old Martin Sciambra, for 
example, stole $28 from his employer and then reported that a “negro stuck a 
pistol into his ribs, ordered him to stand still, and took the money.” But police 
investigators immediately found his “yarn” implausible, and Scambia con-
fessed.101 Alexander Biri attempted a comparable ploy and went to greater 
lengths to deceive local cops. After killing his white coworker, the fifty-six-year-
old oil station manager fired a bullet into his own knee, summoned the police, 
and reported that a “Negro bandit” had robbed and shot them.102 Confronted 
with contradictions in his description of the holdup, Biri admitted that he had 
lied and had killed Anthony Vitrano in a dispute over money.103 White crimi-
nals also blackened their faces prior to robbing or murdering their victims.104 
While New Orleans newspapers reported the assaults by “big, burley negroes” 
on front pages, the recantations usually appeared in tiny articles buried as filler 
on back pages or not reported at all. The New Orleans Times-Picayune, for 
example, published its correction of Jessie Saunders’s attack on page twenty.105 
Therefore, even when they were eventually exposed as falsified, fabricated 
accounts of African American criminals preying on innocent, respectable New 
Orleanians mainly buttressed white fears of interracial violence.

National events contributed to the local panic. Across the country, vio-
lence soared during the 1920s, and a dizzying number of high-profile crimes, 
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including Leopold and Loeb’s 1924 “thrill killing” of fourteen-year-old Bobby 
Franks, Andrew Kehoe’s murder of thirty-eight children in a 1927 school 
bombing, and the 1929 St. Valentine’s Day massacre, captured the attention 
of Americans. Eager to attract funding for the fledgling Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, J. Edgar Hoover exploited these events, pioneered public-rela-
tions ploys about bandits, and fanned the flames during the late 1920s and 
1930s.106 But regional sensibilities shaped New Orleanians’ crime nightmares, 
racializing the local hysteria. While a handful of major bank heists occurred 
in the city, white New Orleanians worried most about African American 
predators and their perceived assault on white supremacy.

Robberies, robbery-homicides, traffic confrontations, assaults, home inva-
sions, and rapes committed by African Americans—reports of such interra-
cial conflicts, rather than the actual crime trends, fueled the white panic, 
because journalists, political leaders, and criminal justice officials distorted 
the threat, and white New Orleanians misinterpreted these patterns of vio-
lence. Indeed crime mushroomed during the early 1920s, more than dou-
bling, and African American violence particularly spiraled, rising by 155.6 
percentage. White violence, however, also spiked. But nearly all of the 
African American murder remained within the city’s African American 
community, barely affecting white New Orleanians. In 1920, for example, 
intra-racial conflict accounted for 83.3 percent of African American murders. 
Five years later, when the rate reached its high-water mark, 94.4 percent of 
these homicides flared within racial lines. More important, during the late 
1920s, at the height of New Orleans’s crime panic, the African American 
murder rate plunged, tumbling by 55.7 percent from 1925 to 1930.

Nor did violence crossing the racial boundary increase, newspaper atten-
tion and white panic notwithstanding. Rather, the Black-on-white homicide 
rate remained virtually flat (see Figure 1). Furthermore, the proportion of 
intra-racial murders fell. Between 1920 and 1923, Black-on-white killings 
accounted for 7.7 percent of New Orleans homicides, and during the closing 
years of the decade these crimes constituted 4.3 percent of murders. Alarm 
about African American violence, in short, soared as African American 
crime and interracial homicide plummeted; crime and white perceptions of 
crime shifted in opposite, contradictory directions.

Panic about African American predatory violence was equally constructed 
and largely an imaginary crisis. In 1930, at the apogee of the local hysteria, 
African American holdup men murdered two white New Orleanians, 
accounting for 2.4 percent of local homicides. In 1932, when Leaval Hubbard 
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slaughtered Edward Melancon and sent shock waves through the city’s white 
community, African Americans also committed only two robbery-homicides 
across racial lines. A white attorney’s description of a “bunch of murderous  
n-----s shooting at people and threatening to kill people on the streets of New 
Orleans” was wildly exaggerated, though it resonated with white residents 
anxious about the disintegration of the racial order.107

In sum, repeated accounts of horrific Black-on-white predatory violence, 
amplified and embelished by the inflammatory rhetoric of prominent city 
leaders, influenced white New Orleanians’ views about African American 
criminality far more than actual assaults and murders, and loomed larger 
than crime data in inflaming popular perceptions and infusing local politics 
and public policy. Eugene Stanley, the Orleans district attorney during the 
late 1920s and early 1930s, skillfully manipulated anxiety about crime and the 
African American threat to white supremacy to secure reelection and bolster 
the city’s political machine, insisting his racialized law-and-order strategy 
would rescue law-abiding residents from the jaws of African American kill-
ers. For white New Orleanians, the crime panic and the threat to white 
supremacy, however, felt real, as anxiety-enflamed perceptives trumped 
empirically based assessments of race and violence.

During the opening decades of the century, civilian policing and formal 
law enforcement had coexisted and overlapped, with the former assuming 
primacy and accounting for a higher share of white-on-Black homicides. 
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Even in their deadly violence, the New Orleans police were largely reactive, 
typically responding after the fact and employing brutality in their capacities 
as white civilians more than in the role as law enforcers, retaliating after 
perceived insults, slights, and other breaches in racial etiquette and chal-
lenges to white supremacy, not while trying to apprehend suspects or inves-
tigate crimes. Echoed and intensified by city leaders, criminal justice officials, 
and local newspapers editors, white New Orleanians increasingly feared that 
informal law enforcement and popular justice could not stem an apparent 
collapse of the social and racial order.108 They needed a more active, aggressive 
mode of policing, one capable of preventing and solving crimes. The New 
Orleans Item, for instance, demanded a more forceful law enforcement sys-
tem that “protects the white people from the colored killers.”109

• • •

The Great Migration and its impact on the city’s social geography and insti-
tutions seemed to erode custom and time-honored mechanisms of racial 
control during the late 1920s and early 1930s. White, masculine dominance 
appeared to be in extreme jeopardy and often backfired, as the newcomers 
slaughtered Edward Melancon, J. Adair Lawrence, and other respectable 
white men who resisted African American defiance. According to white 
journalists, municipal leaders, and police officials, the predators also stalked, 
robbed, and ravaged white women, even when their husbands escorted them. 
African American thugs, they charged, attacked these innocent, vulnerable 
New Orleanians on the streets, dragged them from automobiles, and invaded 
their bedrooms at night. Just as vigilante justice became overmatched, insti-
tutional bulwarks failed, with the city’s new zoning ordinance overturned 
and racial restrictions on voting and jury service under siege.

The lion’s share of white New Orleanians embraced Eugene Stanley’s 
clarion call regarding the dire threat to racial supremacy. Voters overwhelm-
ingly supported candidates who voiced this apocalyptic vision and cam-
paigned to reestablish white control. Letters to the editor in newspapers 
magnified such a view, and white residents vehemently supported segregation 
measures and expressed outrage when the Supreme Court overturned the 
city’s racial zoning ordinance. They also vilified and threatened civil rights 
activists, both white and African American, and even reformers who advo-
cated for modest changes in the racial hierarchy. To be sure, some white New 
Orleanians subscribed to contemporary notions of social justice, but such 
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beliefs made them outliers, even pariahs. Instead, most white residents feared 
African Americans and worried about the survival of white supremacy, 
which they considered the cornerstone of social stability.

In the 1920s, formal policing in the South served primarily as a backup to 
civilian policing and was largely reactive. Armed white vigilantes routinely 
investigated Black-on-white violent crime, apprehended suspects, and tor-
tured them, sometimes coercing confessions and other times murdering the 
alleged offenders.110 But, especially in the major cities of the region that 
received the lion’s share of newcomers during the first phase of the Great 
Migration, this custom of racial control seemed increasingly incapable of 
countering the perceived collapsing social order. White New Orleanians, 
Memphians, Atlantans, and their counterparts throughout the urban South 
demanded a new, more active, and more aggressive mode of policing, one 
capable of catching criminals, preventing African American violence, and 
safeguarding respectable residents from the likes of Leaval Hubbard and 
George Johnson.

The confluence of the Great Migration and a crime surge racialized white 
anxieties of social disorder in New Orleans during the late 1920s and early 
1930s. Similar panics erupted in Memphis, Birmingham, Atlanta, Mobile, 
Huntsville, Nashville, and throughout the urban South, with the same blend 
of embellished accounts of African American predators murdering white 
merchants and raping white women.111 The Memphis Commercial Appeal, for 
example, reported that “big negroes” attacked ten white women in the city in 
February 1933, often yanking their victims from automobile and ravaging 
them.112 “Action [is] needed,” the New Orleans Item bellowed.113 White 
supremacy and law-and-order policing would blend, blur, and become 
inseperable in the urban South, eliding in new and stubbornly enduring 
ways.
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on march 9, 1932, Percy Thompson plunged New Orleans into racial 
upheaval. For two hours, the twenty-eight-year-old African American con-
struction worker violently contested white dominance, surviving a gun battle 
with two hundred municipal policemen armed with machine guns, sawed-
off shotguns, pump guns, sniper rifles, revolvers, and tear-gas grenades. Cops 
rained volley after volley of bullets, buckshot, and tear gas at Thompson, who 
suffered a minor flesh wound in the firefight but killed three policemen. The 
race war that anxious white New Orleanians feared seemed at hand. So many 
panicked residents called police headquarters during the siege that the 
department’s communications switchboard burst into flames.1 Local journal-
ists termed Thompson, a recent migrant from Baton Rouge, a “negro mad-
man” and, invoking the language routinely applied to African American resi-
dents who resisted white control, insisted the man had run “amuck,” 
“pounced on” municipal law enforcers “without warning” or provocation, 
and wantonly slaughtered them.2 National observers offered the same assess-
ment. The New York Times, Washington Post, and Chicago Tribune, for exam-
ple, described the “negro” as “running amuck.”3 While Thompson fought off 
a quarter of the New Orleans police force, he roared “come on white folks 
and get me” and vowed to “get [kill] as many as he could.” 4 The violent stale-
mate ended only when the police superintendent brokered a truce and prom-
ised Thompson protection from the small army pounding the station with 
all manner of munitions and from the enraged, “terrified crowds” that con-
gregated on the nearby streets, chanting “Kill him! Kill him!”5 Superintendent 
George Reyer’s pledge notwithstanding, the crisis concluded abruptly a short 
time later when a detective fatally shot Thompson after he purportedly 
attempted to seize the cop’s service revolver.6

t h r e e

“I Told the Officers to Go Ahead  
and Kill Me, as They Had Already  

Half Killed Me”
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The events preceding Percy Thompson’s two hours of infamy proved to be 
more complex and exposed the toxic mix of race and criminal justice in the 
Jim Crow South. Shortly after noon on Wednesday, March 9, New Orleans 
police headquarters received a telephone report that an African American 
man “had broken into a house” on South Claiborne Avenue.7 The desk ser-
geant dispatched three patrolmen to investigate. They “noticed the negro in 
question running out Josephine street” and apprehended Thompson, who was 
carrying two suits of clothing, valued at $60. The police officers transported 
the suspect to the 12th precinct station for questioning and booking for “petty 
larceny in the daytime.” The precinct doorman and Cornelius Ford, one of 
the arresting patrolmen, escorted Thompson to a second-floor holding cell, 
where they interrogated him.8 Accompanied by William King, a “Negro 
Trusty” and the station-house janitor, Ford asked the suspect if he had bur-
glarized the residence and filched the clothing. Thompson readily stated “Yes, 
sir,” explaining “I was going to sell them. I was out of work and I was hungry.” 
But when Ford, a thirty-seven-year-old, eight-year police veteran, insisted “I 
[had] done something else,” according to the suspect, “I said, no sir.”9

Finding the response “unsatisfactory,” Ford’s demeanor suddenly changed, 
and he instructed King to “beat him over the head” until Thompson con-
fessed to other home invasions.10 The trusty began bludgeoning the construc-
tion worker, while Ford repeated his demand that Thompson admit to myriad 
thefts in the white neighborhood. When the hitherto deferential suspect 
refused to confess to other crimes, Ford brandished his service revolver, held 
the gun to Thompson’s head, and “told me he was going to shoot my brains 
out.” Incensed at the beating and threat after he had been cooperative and 
certain that Ford planned to kill him, Thompson later explained to 
Superintendent Reyer, “I knocked the N----- [King] down with my fist” and 
“grabbed” the patrolman’s pistol. Ford “hollered for help,” and, as the men 
“tussled,” Thompson discharged the weapon, instantly killing his interroga-
tor.11 So began the firefight, and Thompson barricaded himself in the cell, 
crouched behind Ford’s body, and fought off the hordes of cops who 
responded to the patrolman’s cry for assistance and the sound of the gun.

The police department summoned every weapon in its formidable arsenal, 
including tear-gas bombs and machine guns, to reclaim the second floor of 
the station house and exact revenge on the cop killer. Two hundred officers 
participated in the attack on Cell Three. Captain Joseph Sonnenberg, the 
department’s marksmanship trainer, mounted “a machine gun in a fire 
engine station 100 feet away, directly in line with the cell block. He poured 
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round after round of shells at the Negro.”12 Perched on the roofs of other 
buildings, police sharpshooters sent a torrent of bullets into the second floor 
of the 12th precinct as well. Thompson expected to die during the siege but 
refused to submit to his abusers and kept one cartridge in Ford’s pistol. “I 
intended to kill my own self,” he later explained.13 Thompson claimed two 
additional police victims and suffered only a flesh wound.

Reyer’s agreement with Thompson guaranteed that the police would 
safely convey him to Charity Hospital for the treatment of his injury. After 
a physician dressed Thompson’s wound, however, the construction worker 
savagely assaulted Detective Vic Swanson in the back seat of the patrol car 
and attempted to take his sidearm. But the forty-six-year-old officer heroi-
cally fought off the cop killer. “He grabbed for my revolver and in the scuffle 
I managed to get my hand on the trigger of my revolver and fired one shot,” 
the detective recounted, killing his attacker in an act of desperate self-defense. 
Or so Swanson and the other two officers in the vehicle testified.14

In fact, Swanson executed Thompson, but the three policemen con-
structed an alternate narrative, one that persuaded the police chief and the 
district attorney, garnered uncritical acceptance from white reporters, and 
curried favor from anxious white New Orleanians, relieved that the detective 
had stopped the “negro madman.” The cops’ testimony, in which they used 
nearly identical language, constituted a thinly veiled account of a summary 
execution.15 Swanson and his colleagues stated that the shooting occurred 
after they had generously consented to drive their prisoner home to change 
his bloodstained clothes and that they had refrained from handcuffing or 
otherwise restraining their cop-killing passenger, who had a lengthy criminal 
record in Baton Rouge, including convictions for assault, carrying a con-
cealed weapon, and larceny.16 Casting further doubt on Swanson’s yarn, the 
autopsy revealed that, before shooting Thompson in the chest, the detective 
had fired a bullet into the prisoner’s groin.17

The final hours of Percy Thompson’s life reflected but also accelerated a 
core transition in New Orleans policing and criminal justice. News reports 
of the incident, as well as police records and testimony, depicted the young 
laborer as murderous, volatile, and uncontrollable. Although Thompson had 
been arrested for petty larceny and had been docile until King began pum-
meling him, he posed a dire threat to social order and especially to white 
New Orleanians, according to accounts of the March 9 violence, justifying, 
indeed mandating, more aggressive, more racialized policing in the service of 
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public safety. To protect innocent, respectable residents, local cops had to 
employ rougher, more unflinching methods.

Police officials demanded greater resources, rapidly militarized local law 
enforcement, and employed more forceful techniques to apprehend and 
extract confessions and thus to secure the convictions of dangerous African 
American suspects. Aggressive policing, ranging from adopting coercive 
interrogation methods, such as using a ratcheting device called the “iron 
claw,” to shooting “suspicious characters,” became, according to municipal 
leaders, acceptable and necessary to shore up white supremacy, preserve pub-
lic safety, and maintain law and order.18 Precisely as local and national crimi-
nal justice officials denounced third-degree tactics, New Orleans law enforc-
ers and their counterparts in other Southern cities embraced increasing 
violence against African American suspects, even those apprehended for rela-
tively minor offenses, such as petty larceny in the daytime, for any of these 
individuals could instantly become “madmen” and “run amuck,” like Percy 
Thompson. Well-documented complaints of sadistic police brutality and the 
frivolous, unrestrained use of lethal force soared, nearly exclusively targeting 
African American residents. White New Orleanians viewed such violence as 
evidence that cops served their interests and had assumed primary responsi-
bility for safeguarding racial control.

Percy Thompson’s deadly response to police brutality also provided a chill-
ing cautionary tale for New Orleans cops, underscoring the potential for 
African American resistance to turn murderous and, hence, reinforcing their 
use of preemptive force. In their testimony and public statements, police offi-
cials insisted that, without provocation, Thompson had slaughtered 
Patrolman Ford and waged a race war that claimed the lives of Patrolman 
Albert Oestricher and Corporal George Weidert and injured two civilians. 
Moreover, the prisoner had responded to Detective Swanson’s kind gesture to 
permit him to change his clothes by attempting to kill the veteran law 
enforcer. The lessons of the bloodbath seemed clear. Local cops should assume 
that African American suspects could, at any moment, become violent mad-
men and that law enforcers could not always avoid employing preemptive 
deadly force, both for their own safety and for that of all white New 
Orleanians. In the dozen years before Thompson’s onslaught, local cops killed 
5.7 African American residents for every policeman murdered by an African 
American suspect. In the twelve years after the assault on Cell Three, city cops 
took few risks, relied on more decisive methods, and killed thirty-seven 
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African American suspects. But no local law enforcers died at the hands of an 
African American resident, confirming cops’ faith in and embrace of aggres-
sive, racialized policing.

For African American New Orleanians, the Thompson upheaval con-
veyed a different, haunting message. The use of vicious third-degree interro-
gation methods and Thompson’s execution illustrated the perils of arrest and 
police custody. After a white woman screamed and law enforcers rushed to 
the scene and fatally shot a fifteen-year-old African American resident who 
ignored their instructions to “halt,” the city’s African American newspaper 
rhetorically asked “why did Jesse Walton run (if he did run), and why do 
others (if they do) resist arrest and make attempts to escape? Is it because they 
fear police brutality so much that when stopped or asked to halt, they rather 
take a chance and run for their lives?”19 Such a realization was not new, 
though police brutality and the use of deadly force rose sharply in the wake 
of the recent crime panic. If the actions of white vigilantes had previously 
ignited alarm for local African Americans, the police increasingly emerged 
as the most pervasive violent threat to African American New Orleanians.

African Americans’ responses to this surging danger, however, exacer-
bated the tensions and reinforced law enforcers’ inclination to use force. 
When African American residents fled from police officers, resisted arrest, 
defied cops’ instructions, and tried to avoid confinement in patrol cars and 
especially station-house interrogation cells, New Orleans law enforcers 
viewed such behavior as unmistakable evidence of guilt or the prelude to 
violent noncompliance, justifying their use of force. The spiral and stereotyp-
ing became self-perpetuating and abetted brutal police responses.20 And 
most white residents expressed a blend of gratitude and relief for increasingly 
violent, racialized criminal justice in the city. “Negroes are Negroes to police 
officers,” one journalist observed. “All are regarded as potential criminals. 
Clubs, guns, and public opinion uphold the ‘law’ in cases of Brutality [sic] to 
Negroes.”21

For many white residents, the March 9th carnage revived memories of 
Robert Charles’s 1900 murderous assault on local cops and respectable New 
Orleanians. After a clumsy attempt to arrest Charles for suspicious behavior 
in a largely white neighborhood, the thirty-five-year-old African American 
resident killed two local cops, holed up in an apartment, fatally shot two 
additional police officers and three civilians, and wounded more than two 
dozen white New Orleanians before being shot thirty-four times and dying 
in a ferocious gun battle with city law enforcers. The rampage triggered three 
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days of racial violence in which white gangs roamed the streets and slaugh-
tered at least six innocent African American residents.22

The two horrific bloodbaths sparked racial hysteria among white New 
Orleanians but differed in at least one crucial way. Charles’s clash with the 
police and Southern racial control unleashed a wave of white, civilian vigi-
lantism, while Thompson’s triggered an explosion of police violence and 
generated widespread white support for aggressive, racialized police brutal-
ity, including vicious beatings and the use of preemptive force. Between the 
early 1900s and the early 1930s, the rate of police homicide of African 
American suspects tripled. White vigilantism did not cease, but during the 
interwar period the police emerged as the principal enforcers of racial domi-
nance, foot soldiers for white supremacy, and killers of African American 
New Orleanians.

This shift reflected a far-reaching transformation in the mission of Jim 
Crow policing and criminal justice in which law enforcers embraced a more 
central, active, and violent role in racial control, redefining law and order in 
overtly racial terms. Between the late 1920s and the early 1930s, New Orleans’s 
civilian white-on-Black homicide rate dropped by two thirds, while the police 
white-on-Black killing rate nearly tripled as white residents ceded the mantle 
of racial control to local law enforcers. Comparable trends unfolded across the 
urban South, with police beatings and homicides supplanting vigilante jus-
tice.23 In Memphis, for example, the proportion of African Americans killed 
by city cops rose by nearly three-quarters during the interwar era.24

Police violence, the preservation of racial dominance, and the defense of 
social stability blurred and overlapped for voters—nearly all-white—and 
elected officials in New Orleans and throughout the urban South. The 
change ignited a blistering surge of police brutality against African American 
city dwellers during the late 1920s and 1930s. One civil rights activist termed 
it “a reign of terror against negroes.”25 White Southerners overwhelmingly 
endorsed this violence as a legitimate, necessary public-safety strategy, as long 
as it targeted African American residents. In New Orleans, voters elected and 
reelected candidates promising to promote vigorous, aggressive policing to 
control African American residents and expressed zealous, fawning support 
for patrolmen and detectives engaging in the most violent conduct—pur-
portedly on their behalf. Similarly, white voters in Birmingham elected 
Eugene “Bull” Connor as Commissioner of Public Safety in 1936. Police 
brutality toward African American suspects became so unbounded that in 
1934 twenty-four-year-old Vernon Guichard told the New Orleans detectives 
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trying to beat him until he confessed to a murder that he did not commit “to 
go ahead and kill me, as they had already half killed me.”26

• • •

For white New Orleanians, and especially for opportunistic city officials, 
aggressive, violent, unyielding policing filled a vacuum, preserving public 
safety when popular justice and extralegal vigilantism proved incapable  
of maintaining order and shoring up white supremacy. Local politicians  
and law enforcers skillfully manipulated and exploited white racial anxieties 
to bolster support for their own leadership and for police authority as the 
core defender of racial stability. This strategy enhanced the hold of the  
parish political machine and the mandate and perceived legitimacy of  
city cops. The preservation of white supremacy fused these efforts and  
tethered white dominance to a particular, racialized definition of law and 
order.

In the years after the Great War, African American migrants from the 
rural hinterland poured into New Orleans and other Southern cities and, in 
the eyes and nightmares of white residents, triggered a crime wave. Although 
civilian vigilantism failed to stem the surge in local violence, the early 1920s 
municipal police appeared feckless and corrupt. Aside from providing traffic 
control and shaking down brothel keepers, city cops mainly supplied muscle 
for the political machine. According to Stanley Ray, the New Orleans 
Commissioner of Public Safety, the police department was largely “devoted 
to blackjacking recalcitrant voters into line.” He described the unit as “an 
effective political club,” but “ineffective police force.”27 “No city in America,” 
a former district attorney and the president of the local bar association com-
plained, “has worse protection from the criminal classes.”28 As white racial 
anxieties multiplied during the late 1920s, a local editor noted the “police 
department’s apparent impotence to protect life and prosperity” in the city.29 
While New Orleans’s homicide rate soared during the early 1920s and the 
city became the third most murderous urban center in the United States, the 
department ranked in the bottom fifth nationally in police expenditures, and 
police pay was the lowest among the fifteen largest municipalities in the 
United States.30 Between 1922 and 1923, for example, murders jumped in 
New Orleans by 51.6 percent, yet the size of the police force contracted, 
shrinking by 18.7 percent. “Unless something is done,” the New Orleans Item 
charged, the “situation will become even more intolerable.”31
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But something was done, and ambitious, demagogic politicians seized the 
moment and leveraged white anxiety into a dramatic increase in financial 
support for law enforcement—and enhanced support for themselves. 
Funding for the police tripled during the 1920s, and the force nearly doubled 
in size.32 More important, elected leaders and police officials vowed to adopt 
more forceful methods and make New Orleans a “safe city for respectable 
people,” a thinly masked reference to racial dominance.33

Municipal officials militarized the police department during the late 1920s 
and early 1930s. They purchased faster, more powerful automobiles and in 
1928 announced that “explosive gas grenades, gas masks, pistol cartridges with 
a tear gas charge, nonexplosive gas distributing grenades, and shotgun shells 
filled with a gas preparation are included in the most recent shipment to arrive 
in New Orleans for use by police and detectives,” promising to employ 
“advanced warfare” against criminals and vowing to seek funds to purchase 
airplanes and armored motorcycles. In 1926, Police Superintendent Thomas 
Healey announced that securing machine guns represented “the first step in 
a policy of meeting modern crime with modern defense.”34 “Effective imme-
diately,” the city’s top cop bragged three years later, “each detective will be 
armed with a sawed-off shotgun.”35 The same year, the police chief unveiled 
the department’s new attack vehicle, an armored motorcycle featuring a side-
car with a Thompson submachine gun, dubbed the “death-dealing machine.”36

Nearly half a century before the celebrated formation of police “S.W.A.T.” 
teams, Southern city officials had already established specialized, heavily 
armed, militarized, rapid-response crime-fighting units.37 In New Orleans 
during the late 1920s, city officials launched “Go Get ’Em squads,” equipped 
with the “most modern devices of this branch of warfare” and created prin-
cipally to preserve racial dominance.38 They deployed these units, whose 
members carried military-grade weapons, wore bulletproof vests, and drove 
motorcycles with “left hand accelerators [that] enables the policeman to have 
his right hand free to wield his revolver” against bank robbers and the African 
American predators murdering shopkeepers and ravaging white women.39 
Reacting to the same white panic, officials in Memphis, Birmingham, and 
Huntsville created comparable squads, also dedicated to the twin, inter-
twined goals of crime fighting and buttressing the racial order.40

More important than the creation and arming of these units, city officials 
dramatically expanded police discretion, authority, and methods. New 
Orleans mayors and law enforcement leaders vowed that cops would be 
empowered to do whatever they deemed necessary “to stamp out lawlessness.” 
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City officials pledged that policemen must “meet violence with violence,” and 
the superintendent issued “shoot-to-kill” orders when officers encountered 
dangerous or potentially dangerous suspects.41 The policy did not mention 
race but was applied nearly uniformly against the African American New 
Orleanians who terrorized “respectable” residents and therefore jeopardized 
the social and racial order. The police chief also unveiled a mandate for 
patrolmen and detectives to “learn how to shoot bandits.” 42 This instruc-
tional program ran counter to recent law enforcement policies in the city. 
Precisely as departments outside of the South established police academies, 
New Orleans abolished its formal training program, only to carve out an 
exception to prepare officers to employ deadly force.43 Superintendent Ray 
pledged to ensure that cops could kill robbery suspects. “I don’t want police 
missing bandits as long as I am Chief of Police,” he added.44 Ray and his 
successors also rewarded patrolmen who killed predators, promoting cops 
who employed deadly force. Memphis’s police chief adopted the same policy 
in 1931.45

New Orleans’s white newspapers enthusiastically endorsed this aggressive, 
silently racialized effort and insisted that respectable residents zealously sup-
ported shoot-to-kill crime fighting as well. “The police have to protect them-
selves and others to maintain order,” the New Orleans Item editorialized in 
1927. “They must occasionally shoot to kill. When they do so, to accomplish 
any of these things, to protect life and property, they are to be praised as well 
as exonerated of blame. In such cases, they deserve, and usually receive, not 
only the support of their official superiors but the approval and support of the 
people.” 46 Prosecutors nearly always dismissed charges against cops who used 
deadly force against suspects, and when an occasional case progressed to a 
grand jury or a criminal trial, jurors—still all-white—exonerated and acquit-
ted the killers, without exception.

Arrest protocols and mandates followed the same trajectory, affording 
New Orleans cops greater discretion and becoming more aggressive, more 
violent, and more purposely targeting African American suspects. Police 
officers particularly relied on one local ordinance and one criminal law to 
preserve racial dominance. City Ordinance 1436 emerged as an especially 
powerful cudgel for racialized, selective law enforcement. The statute author-
ized policemen to arrest and detain “dangerous and suspicious characters,” 
permitting cops to hold such suspects “pending investigation.” Arrest and 
detention required neither criminal behavior nor evidence or even a hint of 
unlawful behavior. Policemen could hold “suspicious” suspects indefinitely 
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without filing any charges. When headquarters received reports of Black-on-
white crime, superintendents, precinct captains, and desk sergeants routinely 
ordered patrolmen to arrest “all suspicious negroes” in the area and hold 
them as “dangerous and suspicious characters,” and police officials increas-
ingly relied on “dragnets,” often rounding up hundreds of African American 
men without any specific reason or evidence.47 Immediately after Leaval 
Hubband’s murder of the white grocer Edward Melancon in 1932, for exam-
ple, New Orleans cops used the “D & S” ordinance to apprehend, photo-
graph, and fingerprint more than nine hundred suspects, none of whom 
proved to be connected to the shooting in any way.48 Local cops then relied 
on the files with photographs and fingerprints to justify subsequent arrests, 
insisting that they had targeted African American men with arrest records, 
automatically making them “suspicious characters.” After detectives beat 
Aaron Boyd to death, they revealed that he had been arrested twenty-one 
times, somehow excusing the deadly brutality.49 Similarly, police officials 
explained their actions in wrongfully arresting and then beating Ethel 
Anderson by noting that she had previously been arrested six times and her 
“photograph is in our [arrest] gallery.”50 City officials, policemen, and white 
journalists championed the statute, terming it the “most effective means the 
police have of curbing crime and capturing criminals” and claiming that 
“law-abiding citizens” held the same view of Ordinance 1436.51

Early civil rights reformers challenged the legality of the statute, arguing 
that it failed to define suspicious behavior, require any evidence of wrongdo-
ing, or even establish any indication of bad character.52 They found an unex-
pected ally in city recorders, the judges who presided over the lowest tier of 
local courts and who hardly defended the civil liberties of African American 
residents.53 The jurists bristled at the flood of suspects detained without 
cause, filling their courtrooms. The Louisiana Supreme Court, however, 
upheld the ordinance, ruling that “police power extended to the protection 
of the lives, health, and prosperity of the public.”54 But only white New 
Orleans belonged to the protected “public.” Ordinance 1436 granted police-
men virtually complete discretion to arrest and detain any African American 
resident.

State law criminalizing the possession of concealed weapons operated in 
parallel ways during the interwar crime panic and was applied almost exclu-
sively against African American New Orleanians. Police officials and prose-
cutors insisted that African American men embraced the “gun-toting habit,” 
and their volatile, unpredictable natures made this practice “one of the chief 
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menaces with which the police department is concerned in its effort to 
enforce law and order.”55 Reports of Black-on-white violence, therefore, fre-
quently led law enforcement officials to order patrolmen to “round up all 
Negroes” on D & S and then search them for concealed weapons.56 At the 
same time, local officials opposed the wider enforcement of the concealed 
weapon prohibition and instead urged white New Orleanians to secure 
handguns in defense against African American predators.57 Thus, the D & S 
ordinance and the concealed weapon law gave local cops the authority to 
respond to any and all reports of African American criminality and even any 
unspecified suspicions with mass arrests and detentions, weaponizing fears 
of racial instability and pandering to white anxiety, under the convenient 
mantle of maintaining law and order. Race-based differences in arrests wid-
ened into huge gulfs.

Metastasizing racial disparities in convictions and incarcerations followed 
suit. Eugene Stanley, an aggressive young prosecutor, oversaw and directed 
the racialization of criminal justice in New Orleans. Born in 1894 and the 
parish district attorney from 1927 until 1935, he focused his law enforcement 
efforts and his election campaigns on the intertwined goals of waging “a 
relentless war on crime” and preserving white supremacy.58 Stanley signed his 
campaign literature “yours in White Supremacy,” and his election and reelec-
tion speeches and advertisements emphasized his pledge “to protect white 
supremacy . . . at all costs.”59 White New Orleanians embraced this clarion 
call, eliding racial dominance and criminal justice. Stanley won in landslides, 
capturing 99.8 percent of the vote in his first campaign and similar margins 
in his two reelection bids.

Although he saw himself as a crusader, Eugene Stanley did not create this 
racial-control/crime-control linkage as much as he exploited its political value 
and extended the association into the courts and the wider criminal justice 
system, translating incendiary, demagogic rhetoric into rapidly growing racial 
disparities in conviction and incarceration. As the city became one of the most 
violent urban centers in the nation, Stanley insisted that violent crime in New 
Orleans “compared favorably with other” cities, “leaving out of consideration 
the large negro population.” Crime was largely a “negro problem,” and he 
vowed to convict, incarcerate, and execute African American assailants.

Judged by this standard, Stanley enjoyed immense success, both at the 
polls and in the local halls of justice. In his first year as prosecutor, the 
African American homicide conviction rate doubled, while the white rate 
plunged by half. The trend persisted for the remainder of his tenure as district 
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attorney, with the African American rate swelling by 74.2 percent and the 
white rate dropping. The conviction rate in Black-on-white homicide rose 
even faster during his eight years as prosecutor, leaping by 80.2 percent. 
When the New Orleans native and Loyola law school graduate became the 
local prosecutor, the African American and white homicide conviction rates 
were comparable. One year into his tenure, the African American conviction 
rate was four times higher. Disparities in capital convictions widened as well. 
During the 1920s, white killers comprised half of the defendants sent to the 
gallows. After 1930, however, African Americans made up 87.5 percent of 
those executed, and between 1934 and 1945 they comprised all of the local 
killers executed by the state of Louisiana. Under Stanley, prosecutorial dis-
cretion and the rule of law worked in the unapologetic, undisguised service 
of white supremacy.

Stanley transformed an inert court system into a bulwark for racial domi-
nance by largely avoiding trials and bypassing jurors and judges. Like local 
cops, he distrusted these criminal justice gatekeepers, considering them 
weak, gullible, and easily manipulated by clever defense attorneys. Rather, 
Stanley partnered with aggressive cops and relied on the confessions that 
they secured and the plea bargaining he then imposed, buoying his convic-
tion rates and fulfilling his campaign promises.

Violent policing changed dramatically during the interwar era and espe-
cially during Stanley’s tenure. Throughout this era (and beyond), New 
Orleans cops brutalized suspects, inflicting sadistic, almost unimaginable 
abuse. Police violence, particularly targeting African Americans, had 
occurred for decades. But law enforcers—and white civilians more  
generally—had typically employed such beatings as informal, extralegal  
punishment rather than as a systematic, purposeful tool for securing confes-
sions and plea bargains and operating in the guise of the rule of law. The same 
pivot occurred in Memphis, Birmingham, Mobile, Atlanta, and throughout 
the urban South during the 1930s and early 1940s.60

Coercive interrogation methods were illegal in Louisiana. The state’s 1921 
constitution prohibited “any treatment designed by effect on the body or 
mind to compel confession of crime.” 61 Beatings during interrogations, how-
ever, persisted, occasionally as punishment and more often as a result of 
police indignation when suspects defied them or became intransigent—
rather than to extract confessions. Because the abuse usually occurred 
entirely as extralegal punishment, rather than as a part of a legal process, such 
violence operated outside of the bounds of court control and constitutional 



70 • “G o  A h e a d  a n d  K i l l  M e”

protections. The publication of Herbert Hoover’s Wickersham Commission 
reports, however, shone a bright spotlight on police brutality and the use of 
“third-degree” tactics, triggering a national scandal. Report 11, entitled 
Lawlessness in Law Enforcement, detailed a lengthy catalog of “grilling” 
methods, including beating suspects with rubber hoses, steel cables, and 
pipes, shocking prisoners’ genitalia with electrodes, inflicting the 1920s ver-
sion of modern waterboarding, and staging mock hangings.62 Detectives 
routinely bludgeoned and tortured prisoners. Judges, legal reformers, and 
police administrators across the nation quickly denounced such practices, 
and municipal law enforcers, among them New Orleans police superintend-
ents and prosecutors, prohibited these extractive interrogation techniques 
and insisted that they no longer occurred in the city. But throughout the 
nation, and especially in the South, practice lagged behind rhetoric, and cops 
continued to pummel and maul prisoners.63

Interrogation methods in New Orleans abruptly changed in May of 1932, 
when Detective William Grosch beat Ross Palumbo to death. On May 9, 
police headquarters received a complaint about three white men behaving 
suspiciously. When the patrolmen arrived on the scene, one of the men fired 
a wild shot in their direction, and the cops arrested him and two friends, one 
of whom was Palumbo, a thirty-two-year-old Italian grocer. Policemen  
transported the suspects to the 12th precinct station, the site of the Percy 
Thompson upheaval two months earlier, and the patrolmen summoned 
detectives to question the prisoners. Shortly after Grosch began interrogating 
Palumbo, other prisoners in the precinct heard the detective crowing to 
another cop that he planned to “club up” Palumbo and “beat that Dago’s 
belly off.” Then Palumbo began howling in pain, crying “stop kicking me in 
the stomach. You’re killing me. For God’s sake stop,” followed by Detective 
Grosch snarling, “Now I guess you’ll talk.” A short time later, another police-
man found the merchant dead in his cell. Grosch’s report stated that Palumbo 
had sustained his injuries from “a fall” prior to his arrest.

George F. Roeling, the parish coroner and typically a reliable ally and 
staunch defender of the police, found unmistakable evidence that the pris-
oner had been beaten to death in the 12th precinct station, dismissing 
Grosch’s explanation as “preposterous.” 64 From head to toe, welts and contu-
sions covered Palumbo’s body. Blood filled his abdominal cavity, and his 
internal organs were ruptured and shredded. Local newspapers expressed 
outrage, public opinion turned against the police, the Italian consulate 
launched an inquiry into the death, and District Attorney Stanley took the 
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case to a grand jury. Police Superintendent George Reyer suspended the vet-
eran cop. Although the grand jury returned a “no true bill” verdict against 
the detective, prompting Stanley to drop the charge and police officials to 
restore Grosch to active duty, public anger and criticism persisted, leading 
city and criminal justice officials to vow to eliminate coercive interrogation 
methods. Local cops largely abandoned the use of third-degree techniques.

But the protocols banning brutal, violent interrogation methods applied 
only to white suspects, and white newspaper editors, prominent citizens, and 
prison reformers roundly ignored or even championed the beating of African 
American suspects. White New Orleanians more generally echoed this 
exception to constitutional protections against coerced confessions. Simply 
put, these residents believed that African Americans’ violent, volatile, preda-
tory ways placed them outside of legal protection. African Americans, they 
insisted, posed a threat to law and order and to respectable New Orleanians 
so profound and so dire that they failed to qualify for constitutional safe-
guards. White policymakers and writers generally saw no contradiction in 
demanding the end of third-degree interrogation methods and endorsing 
sadistic police brutality against African American prisoners. “To the ordi-
nary policeman,” an early twentieth-century sociologist explained, “justice is 
the process by which people keep the country safe from ‘n-----s.’ ” 65

Although city, police, and criminal justice officials typically avoided 
explicit references to race in their selective support for coercive practices, they 
invoked language that unambiguously reflected the belief that respectable—
that is, white—New Orleanians must not be subjected to abusive treatment, 
but those seeking to overturn social stability would not be afforded constitu-
tional protections from the techniques necessary to maintain law and order. 
A group that constituted an imminent threat to white public safety was 
exempt from the benefit of due process. This was “commonsense justice” in 
the Jim Crow South, and white New Orleanians bristled at any suggestion 
that legal safeguards should protect dangerous predators who “exercise their 
fiendish desire on law-abiding citizens.” 66 “Murderous thugs,” the New 
Orleans States argued in 1938, should not be coddled. Rather, criminal justice 
officials needed to “give due reflection to the right of the public to set up its 
defense against the wanton taking of human life.” 67 Mrs. F. I. Williams, the 
chairperson of the local League of Women Voters, made a similar argument, 
defending the savage beating of an African American teenager in 1933. After 
insisting that “I am opposed to third degree methods,” Williams then added, 
“but the Mims boy got what he richly deserved.” 68
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New Orleans cops, political leaders, and white newspaper editors repeat-
edly denounced violent policing and coerced confessions yet carved out 
exceptions to due-process protections. Immediately after the Palumbo mur-
der, for example, one editor explained that “we are not of those who believe 
that criminals of the vicious type developed since the war and prohibition 
should be coddled and treated with an excess of gentleness. If they were, 
many a major crime against society would go unsolved and unpunished. We 
believe, therefore, there should be some license conceded to the authorities 
in their effort to protect themselves and the community from the bandits, 
gunmen, murderers and their like.” 69 Similarly, in a 1933 editorial entitled 
“Against Third Degree,” the New Orleans States stated that “where habitual 
and murderous criminals are picked up as suspects in violent crimes against 
society, the public is usually disposed to turn its head in the other direction 
if the police have to use some coercion in extracting confessions from them.”70 
Private citizens often expressed the same view of third-degree methods, 
though in less guarded terms. A short time after the post-Palumbo repudia-
tion of police violence, one white New Orleanian responded to the notion 
that local detectives who brutally beat an African American teenager during 
an interrogation be disciplined by bellowing that “it is an outrage to prose-
cute two white men for beating a ‘N-----.’ ”71 A journalist added that the 
“reaction of Southern white people to cases of abuse of Negroes by officers is 
irritation. If they get into trouble with the law[,] they are to blame.”72

African American residents denounced this idea, fumed about the unend-
ing “sadistic horseplay of the officers of the law,” and offered ungarnished 
descriptions of the selective rejection and embrace of police violence.73 
Reacting to police repudiation of third-degree methods after Palumbo’s death, 
the editor of the city’s (and state’s) largest African American newspaper 
quipped that the “furor” occurred only “because a white prisoner is alleged to 
have been beaten.”74 In other cities in the region, white residents and police 
officials applied the same selective, racialized standards. Cliff Davis, Memphis’s 
police commissioner, for example, defended and cleared six cops who beat an 
African American loitering suspect to death during a 1933 interrogation but 
two weeks later fined a patrolman for “slapping a white prisoner.”75

Nor was the violent, brutal interrogation of African American suspects 
unusual. Police violence against African American suspects increased and 
well-documented complaints skyrocketed during the interwar period. 
Victims lodged protests, and their attorneys, civil rights reformers, and 
African American journalists gathered photographs of bruised, battered 
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bodies, assembled medical records and autopsies showing the effects of 
vicious beatings, and filed affidavits and testimony from other prisoners who 
observed the routine infliction of sadistic police violence against these sus-
pects. Hundreds of similar descriptions of sustained torture and brutality 
appeared in complaints filed with district attorneys, in testimony offered by 
the victims’ relatives, in the records of local civil rights organizations, in 
interviews published in African American newspapers, and in legal appeals 
of convictions secured with coerced confessions.76 During one three-week 
span, less than a year after the Palumbo scandal, a New Orleans prison reform 
organization received more than two hundred such complaints, and in a 1939 
survey, the American Civil Liberties Union ranked the city in the bottom 1 
percent for third-degree brutality and related violations of legal safeguards.77 
“The Rights of Negroes are more commonly violated than those of any other 
race or class,” the report concluded.78 An investigator of police methods 
termed “brutality a standard procedure, especially, but not exclusively, in the 
handling of Negroes” in New Orleans.79 “Hitler’s brown shirters,” the editor 
of the Louisiana Weekly remarked, “would turn pale with envy if they were 
acquainted with the procedure of some of the members of the local police 
department,” a parallel noted by other observers as well.80 “No worse condi-
tion could exist even under Hitler and Nazi Germany,” a local civil rights 
activist remarked, while another writer concluded that New Orleans cops 
employed “Gestapo methods” and that “such outrages” were “condoned by 
the higherups.”81 All the while, city officials, police administrators, and par-
ish prosecutors denounced third-degree interrogations and claimed that local 
law enforcers did not use them. A white editor explained that “the cry, ‘third 
degree,’ is the usual refuge of criminals and it is most frequently shouted by 
lawbreakers with long records of thuggery.”82 Thus, many white New 
Orleanians viewed third-degree complaints from African American suspects 
as indisputable evidence that the victims of the beatings were guilty.

One after another, African American suspects recounted horror tales of 
vicious abuse in police holding cells. Detectives typically questioned the sus-
pects without charging them with any crime, insisting that legal and consti-
tutional safeguards did not apply until formal charges had been filed.83 The 
interrogators demanded confessions, and pummeled suspects who refused to 
admit their guilt. Policemen repeated this cycle again and again, sometimes 
beating African American prisoners to death. Henry Hauser, a twenty-five-
year-old longshoreman, succumbed to the injuries sustained during his  
interrogation after being arrested for public drunkenness, dying from  
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the effects of a perforated ilium. Before being rushed to the hospital where he 
subsequently died, he described his ordeal to Lottie Williams, his common-
law wife. “I’m beaten to death,” he told Williams, explaining that “the police 
beat me yesterday evening and last night; when one of them knocked me out, 
they threw a bucket of water on me to bring me to, then they beat me some 
more with their fists, a rubber hammer and kicked me. They beat me mostly 
in the stomach. After they brought me to, one policeman told me to stand up 
but my stomach was hurting so much I could not straighten up. As I was 
trying to stand up, one policeman ran at me and kicked me in the eye; when 
the other shift came on later at night, they beat me again.”84 Edward White 
told a reporter that he had been “beaten with gun and black-jack [sic] and 
kicked on the leg and groin,” while Floyd Washington, a forty-one-year-old 
local chef, described how two cops had “man-handled” him. “One hit me in 
the stomach and jumped atop of me, when I fell and began stomping me. 
After a while, others pulled him off and said, ‘wait a while, give him a chance 
to confess and if he doesn’t you may start again!’ ” By the time that the detec-
tives discovered that Washington had no connection to any crime, they had 
broken his jaw, knocked out his six of his teeth, and fractured his ribs.85 
William Drummond, an African American tile setter, detailed a similar 
beating at the hands of New Orleans detectives. “They took me to ‘school,’ ” 
he told a journalist, and “beat me and whipped me with their fists and pieces 
of rubber hose. One of them hit me in the stomach with a baseball bat. They 
did everything but kill me.”86 In one case, the victim testified that thirty-four 
different officers abused him.87

The deployment of such violent interrogation methods to secure confes-
sions became so commonplace that it gained its own euphemism. New 
Orleans cops dubbed it “ice cream and cake,” so called because detectives 
promised African American suspects ice cream and cake if they confessed—
and often rewarded those who admitted their guilt with such treats.88 After 
interrogators beat three African American teenagers until they confessed to 
murdering a white tamale vendor in 1941, for example, Detective Grosch 
served them “a plate of ice cream and a piece of cake apiece.”89

In the wake of William Grosch’s murder of Ross Palumbo, the coercive 
interrogations became increasingly racialized. Not only were nearly all of the 
abused African American men being questioned for Black-on-white crimes, 
but the precise form of the brutality became racialized. Police interrogators 
staged mock lynchings to extract confessions from African American sus-
pects. When eleven-year-old Eddie Johnson failed to implicate another 
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young African American in a crime, “police placed a belt around his neck and 
threatened to hang him if he did not say that Williams, the accused, was the 
guilty man.”90 Similarly, Charles Johnson’s 10th precinct interrogators 
wrapped a rope around his throat and “lifted him up for about ten minutes, 
beating him while suspended in the air.”91 New Orleans ethnographers 
labeled the practice “symbolic ‘legal lynchings.’ ”92 Arthur Raper, a sociologist 
who collaborated with Gunnar Myrdal, found the same coercive technique 
employed throughout the South during the 1930s. In a St. Petersburg, Florida, 
case, for example, he noted that two sixteen-year-old African American boys 
had been rushed “to a hospital after having been hanged from a rope to scare 
them into a confession.”93 Twenty-one-year-old James Pillows described how 
Memphis detectives “would beat him and put a rope around his neck and 
hang him up unless he confessed, and how he was so afraid until he signed a 
confession.”94 Raper lamented that “there is no limit to the type of third 
degree methods which may be invoked.”95 “Negroes especially, and some-
times we think solely, have been given a too intensive diet of ice cream and 
cake,” a Louisiana African American editor concluded in 1939.96

Typically suspected of committing violence against white New Orleanians, 
African American teenagers and young men comprised the overwhelming 
majority of prisoners beaten and tortured during interrogations.97 Vernon 
Guichard recounted a typical third-degree ordeal in 1934. After the fatal 
shooting of Harry Chaison, a twenty-five-year-old white, public works 
employee, patrolmen arrested Guichard, a twenty-four-year-old African 
American carpenter. Certain that he had committed the murder, the police, 
according to Guichard, “took me to the 5th precinct and there they began to 
abuse me. I was hit over the head with billies, and one of the police hit me  
in the eye, blacking it. Each time they hit me they asked me to admit to  
the killing of Chaison.” Policemen then transported Guichard to the 1st pre-
cinct, where the abuse began anew. “My sweater was opened so as to expose 
my abdomen. The detectives began cursing me calling me all kinds of vile 
names and beat me in the stomach with broom sticks until I fell to the floor. 
Each time I was hit the men said, ‘You did kill that white man, where is the 
gun?’ I denied all of these accusations and was beaten until I fell to the floor. 
The detectives kicked me and told me to shut up.” The beating stopped when 
a police clerk informed the detectives that another man had confessed to the 
shooting.98 “While the American law is to the effect that a man is innocent 
until proven guilty,” an African American journal explained in 1939, “the 
attitude in New Orleans and surrounding communities is that a Negro is 



76 • “G o  A h e a d  a n d  K i l l  M e”

guilty until he is proven innocent, and that anything may be resorted to to 
make him ‘admit’ guilt.”99 Policemen throughout the urban South embraced 
the same methods and attitudes during the 1930s.100

Police interrogators, however, also brutalized African American New 
Orleanians suspected of committing minor offenses. Harold Lee, a Tulane 
University philosophy professor and the president of the Louisiana League 
for the Preservation of Constitutional Rights, complained that the “New 
Orleans police use the third degree rather freely; and not only in cases of 
major criminals . . . but also in cases of petty crimes and misdemeanors.”101 
Some of the most brutal violence occurred when detectives sought confes-
sions for minor offenses. They bludgeoned Henry Hauser to death for drunk-
enness, tortured Edward White to make him confess to loitering, Wilbert 
Patterson for petty theft, and Percy Thompson for stealing two suits. One of 
the most high-profile cases of the era occurred after detectives arrested fif-
teen-year-old James Mims for being “a dangerous and suspicious character” 
and for possible involvement in a home invasion. They transported him  
to police headquarters and, supervised by the chief of detectives, handcuffed 
the teenager, stuffed paper into his mouth “to keep him from screaming,”  
and bludgeoned Mims on the head and torso with a steel cable for five 
hours.102

African American women did not entirely escape the violence, though 
they made up a modest share of local abuse victims. Hotel maids or domestic 
servants suspected of filching small sums of money or household items com-
prised the vast majority of the women enduring beatings to coerce confes-
sions. Detectives suspected twenty-year-old Ethel Anderson, for instance, of 
purloining cash belonging to a guest at the hotel where she worked as a 
housekeeper. Interrogators punched and kicked her, only to learn that the 
victim’s wife had taken the money.103

In other cases involving brutal, sadistic police interrogations, detectives 
tortured African Americans to secure information. Detectives staged the 
mock lynching of an eleven-year-old boy, for example, to pressure him into 
identifying a suspect fleeing from a crime scene and beat fourteen-year-old 
Flora Mae Taylor to force her to reveal her mother’s whereabouts.104 
According to one ethnographer, the use of third-degree brutality in such 
cases “rests squarely on the assumption that police officers and court officials 
have the right to use such methods as are necessary to secure from the accused 
the type of statement wanted.”105 In short, police assertions that heinous 
crime justified the selective suspension of legal protections were situational, 
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hinging on the race of the suspect and his or her willingness to provide “sat-
isfactory” responses to their interrogations.

Although detectives presented coercive methods as a crucial tool in secur-
ing confessions and evidence against dangerous African American predators, 
such purported explanations often lapsed into justifications for humiliating 
prisoners or punishing defiant suspects. Policemen frequently stripped pris-
oners of their clothes, interrogating and beating naked suspects. They par-
ticularly did so while questioning women, and detectives reveled in the “pad-
dling of prostitutes,” not to make them confess but to degrade them.106 When 
suspects refused to admit their guilt, cops escalated the brutality, as Cornelius 
Ford did while questioning Percy Thompson. Frustration spiraled into rage, 
and interrogations and levels of violence and sadism soared. Because Alcide 
Bacchus and John Bagneris, suspected “Negro stick-up men who have robbed 
various grocery stores” in 1937, “refused to confess to the robberies of which 
they were later proven innocent,” detectives brutally beat them for three 
consecutive days.107 Recounting a familiar description of 1930s’ police abuse, 
another wrongfully accused African American suspect explained that as 
soon as the detective “saw that I was not going to be punched into confessing 
something I had not done, he began stomping and kicking me until one of 
my ribs was broken.”108 The sociologist Gunnar Myrdal concluded that “it is 
part of the policeman’s philosophy that Negro criminals or suspects, or any 
Negro who shows signs of insubordination, should be punished bodily, and 
that this is a device for preventing crime and keeping the Negro is his 
place. . . . In this setting,” Myrdal added, “the application of the ‘third degree’ 
to get ‘confessions’ from Negro Suspects easily becomes a routine device.”109

Extracting confessions became inseparable from asserting racial domi-
nance. The rule of law provided the justification for either or both. For all of 
the rhetorical emphasis on crime fighting and protecting respectable white 
New Orleanians from African American predators, policemen beat and tor-
tured these residents anytime they so chose, relying on vague arrest pretexts, 
such as the “dangerous-and-suspicious character” ordinance, and virtually 
limitless discretion during interrogations. Eliding law and order with white 
supremacy, in short, created an unbounded landscape of vulnerability and 
terror for “Negroes so unfortunate as to be caught in the toils of the law or 
the long arms of policemen.”110 Cops in Mobile and other cities employed the 
same methods and comparable justifications.111

New Orleans city and police officials and detectives alleged to have 
engaged in brutal, sadistic interrogations simultaneously denied employing 
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third-degree methods and crowed about extracting confessions from the 
most vicious African Americans and thus protecting the—white—public. 
Admissions of guilt enabled prosecutors, especially the fiery Eugene Stanley, 
to secure convictions without depending on gullible jurors and judges even 
vaguely attentive to the rules of evidence and constitutional safeguards. 
Police brutality and prosecutorial complicity yielded tangible rewards as well. 
Police officials leveraged their zealous efforts to protect respectable New 
Orleanians into swelling white endorsement of enhanced authority and law 
enforcement power. Voicing fulsome support for the use of third-degree 
methods to extract confessions, a self-described “business woman and 
mother” reminded New Orleans States readers in 1939 that “we depend 
entirely on the police department for protection, and if the police depart-
ment will treat a criminal as a hotel guest, then we should do away with the 
police department.”112 For his part, Stanley missed no opportunity to brag 
about his surging conviction rate and the residents his methods protected. 
His 1929 tally “breaks [the] record” for convictions, he told the New Orleans 
States, and his 1931 figures constituted “the most successful year in the history 
of his office.”113 Stanley exploited this crime fighting–white supremacy nexus 
to cruise to reelection for second and third terms as parish district attorney.

Spearheaded by Stanley, the racialization of criminal justice redefined 
policing and racial dominance. As New Orleans policemen embraced these 
practices, civilians ceded primary responsibility for enforcing white author-
ity to cops. Early twentieth-century sociologists discovered that comparable 
shifts occurred throughout the urban South. “The policeman is delegated” to 
preserving “the caste order,” Myrdal explained.114 The change institutional-
ized law enforcement brutality, under the banner of the rule of law, a trend 
that would endure through the remainder of the twentieth century and into 
the twenty-first century.

An abrupt shift in violence against African American residents starkly 
demonstrated this process. New Orleans patrolmen and detectives assumed 
responsibility for racial control, and their violence largely supplanted white 
vigilantism. Police white-on-Black killing soared, while civilian white-on-
Black homicide plunged. During the late 1920s, the rate of white civilian 
homicide of African American New Orleanians was nearly quadruple the 
police rate, and non-policemen killed three-fourths of the African American 
residents who died at the hand of white residents. By the early 1930s, however, 
the proportion committed by civilians had fallen by half, the rate plunging 
by 57 percent. The share of white-on-Black homicides by local cops nearly 
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tripled and the rate climbed by 138.5 percent. In 1928, the civilian rate was 4.1 
times the police rate. Four years later, the police rate of homicide of African 
American residents was double the civilian level, and cops committed two-
thirds of the homicides. In 1940, policemen accounted for all of these homi-
cides. A sea change in racial violence and racial control rapidly unfolded.

In other cities in the region, white-on-Black violence changed in compa-
rable ways, as civilians throughout the urban South looked to the police to 
impose and enforce racial dominance.115 Between the late 1920s and the early 
1930s, the number of African Americans who died at the hand of policemen 
climbed 3.4-fold in New Orleans and 3.5-fold in Memphis.116 The same shift 
occurred in Birmingham. In 1933 a civil rights group petitioned the city com-
mission to protest the “very high and shameless rate” of African American 
residents “being killed by Officers of the Law [sic], and not the killing of 
Negroes by [civilian] whites.”117 Increasingly, local cops committed interra-
cial violence and, under the mantle of maintaining law and order, a jarring 
shift took place that entailed the preservation of white supremacy through a 
transformation in the scope and focus of policing and criminal justice.118 By 
the early 1940s, policemen account for nearly four-fifths of white-on-Black 
killings in New Orleans and Memphis.119

In the eyes of most white city dwellers, state-sanctioned racial brutality, 
ranging from sadistic interrogation methods to wanton murder, became 
necessary and legitimate. Percy Thompson’s execution reflected the shift in 
policing and white sensibilities regarding racial control. After the construc-
tion worker challenged the racial order, according to local journalists, city 
cops responded with lethal force, much to the relief of white New Orleanians. 
Though a huge white mob demanded the summary execution of the “murder-
ous negro,” the task fell to Detective Vic Swanson, and white residents cele-
brated his heroism and insisted that the shooting had protected the “respect-
able,” law-abiding residents of the city. Summary executions, like coerced 
confessions and the plea bargains extracted for Eugene Stanley, preserved 
social order and safeguarded white supremacy in the age of Jim Crow. A new 
law enforcement mandate, blurring racialized police violence and law and 
order, emerged during the interwar years. The change simultaneously relied 
on the rule of law rather than civilian vigilantism and bolstered the status 
quo in race relations.

Stanley shaped this transformation in New Orleans, and local patrolmen, 
detectives, jurors, and judges imposed and enforced it, though similar shifts, 
directed by a comparable assortment of prosecutors and other criminal justice 
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officials, occurred in other Southern urban centers. Racialized police brutal-
ity, particularly coercive interrogation methods, became endemic and over-
lapped with notions of law and order, while white civilian vigilantism, includ-
ing lynching, persisted but became less frequent, especially in cities. Early 
twentieth-century ethnographers, criminologists, and sociologists, charted 
this process and noted its regional scope, trends also documented in police, 
court, and civil rights records.120

• • •

The late 1920s and early 1930s crime panic exposed the limitations of civilian 
racial control and forged a capacious new police mandate, one that dramati-
cally expanded cops’ authority and enhanced their legitimacy among white 
New Orleanians. In the Louisiana metropolis—and elsewhere in the 
region—white voters increasingly looked to the police to safeguard white 
supremacy, and local leaders vowed to employ “any means necessary” to but-
tress racial dominance. They armed cops with machine guns and sawed-off 
shotguns, stockpiled tear-gas grenades, purchased faster patrol cars and 
assault vehicles, unveiled armored motorcycles, such as Police Chief Ray’s 
“Death-Dealing Machine,” and lobbied for funds to secure police airplanes 
and other military equipment. With the vehement support of white newspa-
pers and white voters, law enforcement officials extended greater discretion-
ary authority to cops to employ preemptive force, issued shoot-to-kill orders 
to patrolmen, launched racially selective arrest dragnets, established special-
ized, militarized crime-fighting squads, and encouraged detectives to extract 
confessions from African American suspects, even if they relied on sadistic, 
unconstitutional, third-degree methods. Buoyed by their surging public sup-
port and elevated status in the community as the guardians of racial order, 
New Orleans cops embraced the new mandate and a warrior ethic. Reflected 
in a tidal wave of police brutality complaints and an explosion of police 
shootings, these cultural and institutional pressures redefined both law 
enforcement and notions of law and order during the late 1920s and 1930s. 
City officials, police chiefs, and cops throughout the urban South adopted 
parallel changes, including creating specialized, militarized squads, conduct-
ing dragnets of “suspicious negroes,” employing racialized interrogation prac-
tices, and implementing shoot-to-kill protocols. “Police brutality,” a Mobile 
civil rights activist lamented, “goes unchecked.”121
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White New Orleanians demanded and, in their capacities as respectable 
citizens, criminal-court jurors, and especially voters, supported such shifts, 
as in other Southern cities.122 Parish prosecutors, spearheaded by the oppor-
tunistic Eugene Stanley, explicitly pledged to use local legal institutions to 
preserve white supremacy, oversaw coercive interrogative techniques in order 
to secure confessions from African American suspects, and relied on the 
resulting plea bargains to increase the conviction rates of African American 
defendants at the same time that rates for white offenders tumbled. White 
vigilantism dropped as police violence soared; jurors more often supported 
recommendations for capital verdicts for African American defendants, even 
as they eschewed such sentences for white defendants; and the most zealous 
proponents of racialized criminal justice rode their crusade for white domi-
nance to landslide victories in elections.

This white support reinforced police certainty that they could employ 
violence against African American residents with impunity. The “flagrant 
abuse of police power,” a New Orleans civil rights reformer concluded, 
became routine “because the police think that when it is against Negroes 
nothing will ever be done about it.”123 To the contrary, racialized brutality 
bolstered white support for law enforcement. A local sociologist argued that 
“the police behave toward Negroes the way they think white New Orleans 
expect them to behave.” One local cop explained that the “policeman is sim-
ply the ‘channel of the general white hostility against the Negro.’ ”124 New 
Orleans law enforcement had ample evidence for such a perception and 
received nearly unequivocal support for their racialized violence from above 
and below. Voters cast their ballots for office seekers promoting this view; 
police leaders encouraged racialized methods and practices; coroners prohib-
ited physicians from examining the suspects and prisoners held in police 
custody and nearly always accepted cops’ explanations for battered bodies; 
prosecutors ignored the testimony of African American abuse victims and 
witnesses of such police abuse; jurors disregarded evidence of police violence; 
and judges typically excluded photographs of beaten suspects and testimony 
from tortured African Americans defendants but accepted the statements 
and testimony of cops, even when they included numerous accounts employ-
ing identical language and implausible explanations. African American 
observers in other Southern cities witnessed an identical, chilling transfor-
mation in policing and racial control. According to an outraged Birmingham 
writer, “such police actions apparently are justifiable in every instance.”125
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Falling rates of African American homicide bolstered white perceptions 
that law-and-order policing and the brutalization of African American bod-
ies reduced crime, managed disorder, and protected them, even though the 
drop in violence preceded the most explicit forms of selective law enforce-
ment. They hinged on a solipsistic view of police brutality, constitutional and 
legal rights, and public safety. Between 1925 and 1932, African American 
homicide dropped by more than half. During the same span, however, the 
rate of lethal police violence against these residents increased by 159.5 percent, 
the conviction rate for African American homicide suspects rose by 54.7 
percent, and the rate of capital verdicts against African American suspects 
more than doubled. White New Orleanians perceived clear and obvious 
causal connections between these figures, certain that aggressive, unre-
strained policing controlled African American criminality, reinforcing white 
residents’ faith in police authority and their belief that the rule of law pro-
tected white supremacy.

The disfranchisement of African Americans anchored this system, largely 
eliminating the guardrails against the most extreme forms of racial police 
brutality. Local politicians recognized that racial demagoguery mobilized 
white voters. Between the mid-1920s and the mid-1930s, the African 
American population of New Orleans grew by 20.9 percent, and in 1935 they 
comprised 29.8 percent of local residents. Yet their share of registered voters 
contracted sharply. In 1935, these residents comprised 0.53 percent of local 
voters, and by 1940 they made up 0.37 of those eligible to cast ballots. 
Between 1920 and 1940, the African American share of registered voters 
dwindled by 88.1 percent. African American New Orleanians and local civil 
rights activists decried police brutality, but their formal political muscle 
remained modest, giving local white supremacists virtually free reign in city 
elections, in formulating public policy, and in the operation of criminal  
justice institutions.

In short, the police secured the political mandate and institutional author-
ity to translate racial custom into legal action. And, for most white New 
Orleanians and other Southern whites, cops’ brutality toward African 
American residents demonstrated their responsiveness to the voters’ values, 
priorities, and needs. Rough justice was reborn and refocused in the form of 
violent arrests, coercive police interrogations, the discretionary use of lethal 
force against African American suspects, and growing racial disparities in 
conviction and execution. Police brutality assumed a race-specific definition 
for white New Orleanians.
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Racialized policing and violence served the cultural needs of white New 
Orleanians as well, accelerating this shift. Reliance on police violence, rather 
than civilian vigilantism, outsourced racial control. White residents simul-
taneously empowered and encouraged such racial violence and celebrated 
their restraint, civility, cultural superiority, and nobility.126 They no longer 
lynched their African American neighbors nor systematically roamed  
the streets and wantonly murdered these residents. Instead, they relied on the 
municipal police to engage in vicious violence. Disguised and masked as the 
rule of law, police brutality allayed white racial anxieties and bolstered white 
dominance, making the preservation of white supremacy the core mission of 
the local—and regional—criminal justice system. Such white perceptions 
and electoral actions enabled them to ignore the beating of Percy Thompson 
and to view him as a “murderous negro” who “ran amuck” without provoca-
tion, and to accept, indeed laud, the sadistic methods that police detectives 
employed to coerce Vernon Guichard into confessing to a murder that he did 
not commit, leading the twenty-four-year-old African American carpenter 
to tell his interrogators “to go ahead and kill me, as they had already half 
killed me.”
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if early twentieth-century New Orleans had a serial killer, it was 
Willie Grosch. In one of the nation’s most murderous cities, Grosch stood 
alone in his violence. Between 1932 and 1941, he committed seven docu-
mented homicides and likely had additional victims. Grosch beat one person 
to death and fatally shot the others. Many were executions in which he forced 
residents into his vehicle, transported them to an isolated setting, and shot 
his victims in the head. Grosch also participated in another handful of kill-
ings as an accomplice. Although he boasted about his violence, Grosch was 
never punished in any way. But he was not a gangster, bandit, or criminal 
predator. To the contrary, the killer was a highly respected New Orleans 
police detective.

Most New Orleanians did not consider Willie Grosch a rogue cop—or a 
proverbial “bad apple.” Many proclaimed him a hero and guardian of law and 
order, and city officials showered Grosch with praise, counting him among 
the police elite. In 1934, for example, the superintendent of police identified 
Willie Grosch as the “cream of the crop” among municipal law enforcers.1 
Not all New Orleanians, however, shared this view. African American resi-
dents saw him as a sadistic beast who targeted members of their community, 
insisting that suspects often mysteriously died in his custody and that his 
homicides constituted an explicit tool of racial oppression. The city’s leading 
African American newspaper, for instance, charged that “whenever there is 
a questionable killing, the shooting of handcuffed prisoners, the use of the 
third degree, whenever there is brutality and murder by the New Orleans 
Police Force [sic], look for the ‘killer twins’ and there will be Grosch and 
Arnold,” his longtime detective partner.2

f o u r

Buttercup Burns, Bulldog Johnny  
Grosch, and the Killer Twins
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Grosch’s murder of Charles Handy on November 25, 1937 featured the 
signature law enforcement methods that led white New Orleanians to lionize 
the detective and African American residents to vilify him. The forty-four-
year-old cop from a hardscrabble background considered Handy, a diminu-
tive, eighteen-year-old African American day laborer, the principal suspect in 
a series of sexual assaults of white women. Over the course of a week, seven 
women reported being attacked by a young knife-wielding African American 
man, who roamed the city at night “seeking prey.” According to the victims, 
the predator abducted them from downtown streets, steered them into dark 
alleys, snatched their purses, and then raped them.3 Early on Thanksgiving 
Day, November 25, a state trooper apprehended Handy, who roughly fit the 
victims’ descriptions of their attacker, and delivered him to police headquar-
ters, where Grosch and his partner interrogated him. Handy quickly con-
fessed, the detectives reported, admitting to raping two white women and 
attempting to sexually assault five others.4 Shortly after noon, Grosch took 
the serial rapist on a journey he dubbed “the ride.” He and his partner drove 
Handy to a rooming house purportedly to search for the stolen purses and the 
cap he wore when he assaulted the women, even though the suspect had 
already signed a confession, admitting to multiple capital offenses.5 According 
to Grosch, the 145-pound rapist broke away from the detectives and tried to 
escape, tossing his partner against a wall and compelling the detective to fire 
a bullet into the side of Handy’s head from close range.6

To many white New Orleanians, Grosch eliminated a vicious predator, 
dispensing with a protracted, unpredictable trial, and hence the detective had 
instantly secured justice for the city’s white women and respectable residents. 
Police and criminal justice officials defended the shooting, terming it a “jus-
tifiable homicide,” and swiftly closed the case, ignoring protests from local 
civil rights organizations. But the Handy killing did not occur in isolation. 
Again and again, Willie Grosch committed virtually identical acts of lethal 
violence, often inexplicably transporting suspects to a remote setting just 
outside of the city and shooting those he considered menacing criminals. 
During a decade of soaring police violence, Grosch, by himself, committed 
at least one-sixth of all homicides by New Orleans cops. Over a dozen sus-
pects also filed brutality complaints against the detective, charging that he 
tortured them and threatened to take them for a ride and kill them if they 
refused to sign confessions. African American New Orleanians comprised 
the lion’s share of his victims. Such methods enhanced Grosch’s power and 
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bolstered police authority and legitimacy, inspiring respect and gratitude 
from jittery white residents and trepidation from African American New 
Orleanians. For many white city dwellers, Willie Grosch’s brand of summary 
justice safeguarded the racial order and buttressed public safety during an era 
of social turmoil. He shouldered the burden for performing the unpleasant, 
dangerous tasks that enabled decent, white residents to remain secure.

Although his unflinching tactics and death toll were extreme, even by 
New Orleans standards, Willie Grosch belonged to a small group of detec-
tives who routinely beat African American suspects and committed nearly 
half of the city’s police homicides. Commanding fawning headlines in daily 
newspapers, holding high positions in the department, and receiving adula-
tion from white New Orleanians, the detective squad set the tone for law 
enforcement in the city. During the late 1920s crime panic, local policemen 
became aggressive crime fighters, and the small detective unit evolved into 
the most visible, forceful defenders of law and order. Their high-profile cam-
paign against violent predators, particularly African American criminals, 
became the public face of police authority in interwar New Orleans. Fierce 
and fearless, they pursued the most dangerous offenders and refused to sub-
mit to legal niceties and technicalities in their zeal to protect respectable resi-
dents. At the height of the crime hysteria, Police Chief Thomas Healy prom-
ised to “personally” maintain a detective squad “that’ll make Scotland Yard 
look like a bunch of Shubert [sic] chorus boys.”7 In the age of Dick Tracy 
comics and Eliot Ness, these detectives blended older expressions of street 
justice with distinctive notions of professional policing and the rule of law. 
Spearheaded by this elite group, a new model of aggressive law enforcement 
emerged in New Orleans and enjoyed gushing support from white residents. 
Comparable units, methods, practices, and killer cops, however, surfaced 
throughout the region; every department seemed to have a small cadre of 
hard-boiled detectives who tackled the toughest cases and refused to coddle 
depraved criminals, risking their lives and bloodying their hands to save 
white lives. Police brutality developed into a form of crime fighting that 
employed violence in the service of white supremacy and operated as state-
sponsored racial terrorism.

• • •

In the years after the Great War, the New Orleans police department 
remained tiny, underfunded, and amateurish. Residents relied mostly on 
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civilian vigilantes to preserve public safety, and temporary, or supernumer-
ary, policemen dominated the patrol force. These short-term, emergency cops 
barely investigated crimes, and few suspects went to trial, even for the most 
heinous offenses. During the early 1920s, less than one-seventh of murderers 
were convicted. Killers who glowered over their bloodied victims routinely 
avoided arrest, indictment, and punishment.8 While city cops were often 
violent, civilians committed the largest share of the brutality against African 
American residents, particularly interracial homicide. Moreover, the cops 
employing lethal force tended to be young, inexperienced, skittish supernu-
merary patrolmen, who panicked during encounters with “suspicious char-
acters” on local streets.

But both policing and police violence shifted abruptly during the second 
half of the decade, when white fears of an invasion by “bad n-----s” and a 
crime panic redefined law enforcement in New Orleans. Municipal officials 
poured resources into crime fighting, and the police department depended 
less on temporary patrolmen and relied more on permanent, veteran cops to 
maintain law and order. With the expansion and militarization of law 
enforcement and the emergence of elite, aggressive detectives, crime fighting, 
rather than traffic control, became the lifeblood of local policing.

The new crime-fighting mandate fueled a surge in police homicide and 
transformed the morphology of police brutality in the city. Between the late 
1920s and early 1930s, the rate of police homicide rose 51.4 percent, and the 
proportion of killings with African American victims leaped by two-thirds. 
Moreover, cop violence, ranging from beating suspicious loiterers to fatally 
shooting suspects, increasingly occurred as a part of crime investigations or 
police interrogations, rather than during prosaic street encounters. Tasked 
with solving crime, particularly African American crime, older, experienced, 
high-ranking detectives assumed responsibility for catching the most vicious 
offenders and questioning suspects in the most serious cases. In the process, 
they became more aggressive and the city’s most violent law enforcers, a shift 
that Willie Grosch exemplified.

Changes in police homicide revealed the magnitude of the transforma-
tion. Between the early 1920s and the early 1930s, the share of killings by 
supernumerary patrolmen fell by 81.6 percent, while the proportion by detec-
tives more than tripled. By the mid-1930s, no African American suspects died 
at the hands of temporary cops, and detectives, who comprised 5 percent of 
the police force, accounted for almost half of homicides, reflecting both the 
shifting composition of the department and a growing embrace of aggressive 
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crime fighting. Similarly, 55.6 percent of killer cops were in their twenties 
during the decade after the Great War, compared with 13 percent during the 
1930s. Between the early 1920s and the early 1930s, the mean age of New 
Orleans policemen who killed African American suspects climbed from 24 
to 34.8.

Police homicide increasingly focused on African American New 
Orleanians and became more purposeful. Nor did killer cops hide their bru-
tality. To the contrary, police violence against African Americans became a 
badge of crime-fighting acumen and an instrument of fear or a source of secu-
rity, depending on the race of the resident. Even though police brutality 
retreated from busy city streets and the crowded, raucous French Quarter to 
department headquarters, precinct interrogation rooms, and remote sections 
of New Orleans, it became more visible and publicized, for aggressive detec-
tives bragged about their crime-solving prowess. They pandered to the anxie-
ties of white residents and boasted to African American residents as a form of 
intimidation and racial control. Willie Grosch missed no opportunity to 
remind the former of his value in protecting them and to attempt to cow the 
latter with bluster about wantonly killing suspects. For white New Orleanians, 
the combination of more racialized and more violent policing made the city 
safer and thus enhanced the department’s value and legitimacy. In the eight 
years after homicide reached its high-water mark, in 1925, the local homicide 
rate tumbled by 52.8 percent, the African American rate plunged by two-
thirds, the new model of law enforcement took root, and its architects claimed 
credit, even though the drop in murder reflected a national trend.

At least rhetorically, police violence centered on crime fighting rather than 
violations of racial custom, though cops and white New Orleanians in gen-
eral viewed crime in racialized terms. Detectives insisted that they employed 
the methods required to protect good—white—citizens from predators such 
as the serial rapist Charles Handy. Interwar policemen believed that trials 
and court proceedings failed to safeguard respectable residents. In 1930, a 
Louisiana newspaper editor explained that the “average policeman” recog-
nized “that arresting criminals is much easier than convicting them. He 
knows there are often wheels within wheels in his city’s legal machinery. So 
it has become a police axiom that the case against a suspect is hardly complete 
without a signed sworn confession.”9 Given the mandate to preserve law and 
order, New Orleans detectives deployed every means to secure confessions 
from suspects and therefore to make the streets safe, insisting that they dealt 
with the most menacing criminals in the city and had to be aggressive. And 
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if savage predators refused to confess, more extreme measures, even execu-
tions, became necessary, for the ends justified the means. Top city officials 
concurred and instructed detectives “to preserve law and order in New 
Orleans at any cost.”10 These cops were not “Shubert chorus boys,” and their 
efforts enabled white residents to sleep at night.

When they encountered African American suspects, detectives enjoyed 
unfettered authority, relying on their own discretion and whim and knowing 
that police officials, the courts, and most white New Orleanians supported 
their methods.11 In an era when African Americans faced nearly total disfran-
chisement and complete exclusion from juries, detectives could beat, torture, 
and even murder them with impunity, and they flaunted this power.12 
Interwar civil rights activists charged that cops exploited such autonomy and 
“framed” African Americans to promote themselves and placate whites des-
perate to be protected from dangerous criminals. One NAACP observer, for 
example, argued that policemen “must do something to allay the rage of the 
wild beast that lurks in an ‘outraged’ public sentiment. Negroes, because of 
poverty, ignorance, traditional prejudice, and their own sad lack of organized 
co-operation, offer the most convenient sacrifices for such purposes.”13 It is 
impossible to know if New Orleans detectives, such as Willie Grosch, believed 
they were preserving law and order or if they scapegoated African American 
residents out of overt racism and crass opportunism.

Their expansive crime-fighting mandate and working-class, Southern 
attitudes toward African Americans also inclined interwar detectives to 
anticipate resistance and rely on aggressive methods during interrogations 
and crime investigations. Third-degree techniques for questioning African 
American suspects, according to a 1941 observer, became “almost synony-
mous with the Detective Bureau of the New Orleans Police Department.”14 
Grosch and his colleagues routinely tortured the prisoners during interroga-
tions, certain both that such methods were necessary to secure confessions 
and that “the higher officers of the Department” fully supported their 
actions.15

Again and again, African American suspects charged that beatings and 
the fear of death at the hands of vicious interrogators led to extracted, false 
confessions, with elite detectives accumulating bulging files of complaints 
from bloodied, battered victims. These coerced confessions, however, only 
burnished their reputations as department “specialists” renowned for their 
success in closing high-profile cases and thus cleaning up the streets.16 “Fear 
of physical violence,” an African American journalist wrote in 1939, “makes 
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many men ‘confess’ to any crime, just to know a second’s respite from rubber 
hose, clubs, and fists. And while the American law is to the effect that a man 
is innocent until proven guilty, the attitude in New Orleans and surrounding 
communities is that a Negro is guilty until proven innocent, and that any-
thing may be resorted to to make him ‘admit’ guilt.”17

Detectives viewed suspects’ unwillingness to confess as defiance, rather 
than an indication of innocence, prompting them to become more aggressive 
and more sadistic. Their use of increasingly violent methods yielded false 
confessions and contributed to soaring rates of African American conviction 
and incarceration, bolstering stereotyped images of race and crime and seem-
ingly confirming the claims of police officials about the magical impact of 
aggressive law enforcement. Subsequent developments, however, sometimes 
revealed that the admissions of guilt had been secured through coercion and 
that the detective had wrung confessions from innocent suspects. For exam-
ple, in 1933 two New Orleans detectives brutally beat a fifteen-year-old 
African American boy until he signed a confession. According to an African 
American reporter, “it was proved in this case as in many other cases that the 
police in order to extort forced confessions from suspects, do subject them to 
merciless beatings, and the latter to avoid torture reluctantly admit participa-
tion in crimes of which they know nothing.”18 The detectives “stuffed paper 
into his mouth, tied a handkerchief over his face and then beat him with a 
wire cable about three feet long” until he confessed.19 The suspect’s white 
employer, however, corroborated the teenager’s claim of innocence, testifying 
that he had been working at his pharmacy at the time of the crime and com-
pelling police authorities to release their prisoner.20 But prosecutors, juries, 
and judges typically ignored such inconvenient, conflicting evidence, con-
victing defendants based on forced confessions. Detectives conducting the 
interrogations employed greater and greater brutality to extract confessions, 
the cycle of beatings that triggered Percy Thompson’s violent resistance to 
third-degree methods.21

New Orleans detectives’ perceptions of race and criminality also fueled 
the preemptive use of deadly force. Some cops fabricated accounts of  
threatening behavior to justify deadly violence, but others may have misin-
terpreted ambiguous movements or even imagined that the suspects they 
encountered undertook motions that endangered them and employed 
extreme brutality and lethal force. As detectives interrogated suspects in the 
most heinous cases and investigated serious crime, these circumstances 
“primed” them to anticipate and then perceive resistance and threatening 
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actions. Hyper-surveillance made the stereotype of violent African 
Americans self-affirming.22

Ecological changes magnified this priming effect. As massive electric 
pumps drained local bayous during the late 1920s and early 1930s and more 
of the land within New Orleans became suitable for development, racial 
segregation increased. New construction led to the displacement of African 
American New Orleanians, who were forced out of small, “backyard” pock-
ets close to white residents and concentrated on the eastern side of the city. 
The 1930s construction of an enormous, racially segregated housing project 
accelerated this process. Detectives investigating reports of African American 
crime more and more often searched for suspects in the city’s 12th police 
district, the emerging racial ghetto. As white cops in an African American 
neighborhood, detectives believed themselves to be entering hostile territory 
and in constant danger, contributing to their exaggerated scrutiny of resi-
dents and preparing them to anticipate dangerous resistance. They became 
hypersensitive to ambiguous behavior and quicker to respond preemptively 
to perceived and imagined threats.23 The proportion of deadly police shoot-
ings of African Americans in this section of New Orleans quadrupled.

Again and again, killer cops described identical circumstances preceding 
fatal encounters. Detectives shot African American suspects who appeared 
to be reaching for weapons—or engaging in a “hip-pocket move.” Detectives 
testified that they shot to protect their lives. A police officer killed Dave 
Hughes in 1930 when the day laborer appeared to be “putting his hand in his 
left hand pants pocket.”24 In other cases, cops testified that they shot a “suspi-
cious character” who “made a movement” to his pocket, “reached in his back 
pocket,” “made a motion as if to draw a weapon,” “made a move with his right 
hand towards his front trousers pocket,” “attempted to reach for something 
in his pocket,” “reached for his back pocket,” and “reached towards his hip 
pocket in a threatening manner.”25

Such hyper-scrutiny frequently triggered the preemptive use of deadly 
force against unarmed African suspects. In 1939, for example, Detective 
Edward Duthu shot fifteen-year-old Thompson McCormack when the teen-
ager, a suspected bicycle thief, “placed his hand in his right pocket as though 
he was going to pull something out.” The detective, however, found no 
weapon in McCormack’s trousers.26 Similarly, Milton Battise died when the 
twenty-one-year-old laborer attempted to dispose of a bottle of hooch during 
Prohibition. Two cops saw Battise make “an attempt to pull something out 
of his right hip pocket, and, thinking it was a weapon, they both pulled out 
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their revolvers and each firing one shot at the fleeing negro, one of the bullets 
taking effect in the back of the negro’s head.”27

These policemen insisted that African American suspects’ ambiguous 
movements placed their lives at risk, justifying the resort to deadly preemp-
tive violence. “I fired these shots because I believed my life was in danger,” one 
New Orleans cop explained.28 Another police officer stated that “thi[nk]ng 
that his life was in danger drew his revolver and fired two shots at the negro,” 
killing William Forest, while another municipal law enforcer, “fearing that 
his life was in danger” when larceny suspect Harold Martin “placed his hand 
into his right pocket,” discharged “one shot at the negro from his service 
revolver.”29 Detectives insisted they shot in self-defense, an explanation that 
police supervisors and parish prosecutors always accepted at face value.

This use of preemptive lethal force in response to furtive or ambiguous 
movements had two devastating effects. First, it exaggerated suspects’ incli-
nation to flee from policemen. As the African American sociologist Charles 
Johnson explained in 1943, “there are few Negroes in the South who have not 
either experienced or witnessed” such “violence on the part of these guardi-
ans of the law.”30 A New Orleans writer noted that African American resi-
dents were accustomed to municipal cops’ “quick resort to firearms,” and 
therefore “it is not to be wondered at that the average Negro boy or man runs 
when approached by either uniformed or plainclothed [sic] officers.”31 The 
result was a staggering number of police homicides, for when suspects ran, it 
amplified cops’ certainty that the African American New Orleanians they 
targeted were guilty, posed threats, and must be dealt with aggressively.32 
Why else would the suspects run? The Louisiana Weekly lamented the 
“amazing regularity with which Negroes get shot to death for ‘resisting arrest’ 
and making ‘attempts to escape.’ ”33 After a New Orleans cop fired three bul-
lets into the back of Russell Williams, a thirty-year-old railroad section hand, 
an African American writer described the killing as “merely the ‘familiar’ 
police report of an arrested Negro trying to escape and being shot to death.”34 
In another fatal shooting, the murderous law enforcer told an assistant dis-
trict attorney that his “only reason for shooting the youth [was] that that he 
heard a white woman scream and saw the boy running,” leading the prosecu-
tor to label the killing of the unarmed teenage boy “a routine matter” and a 
justifiable homicide.35 Civil rights activists in Birmingham and other 
Southern cities observed the same behavior and deadly reactions.36

Second, the use of preemptive force when New Orleans policemen per-
ceived “hip-pocket moves” resulted in the disproportionate killing of 
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unarmed African American suspects. The cumulative weight of a crime 
panic, stereotyped perceptions of African American residents as violent 
predators, the emergence of detectives as the main crime investigators, and 
increasing residential segregation contributed to a surge in the proportion of 
unarmed victims killed when they seemed to reach for nonexistent revolvers. 
Between the mid-1920s and the early 1930s, as fears of African American 
marauders exploded and local detectives garnered white support for the 
quick resort to deadly force, the share of unarmed African Americans killed 
doubled. By the early 1930s, two-thirds were unarmed. Yet, killer cops testi-
fied that African Americans threatened them and compelled them to shoot 
in self-defense.

Hyper-scrutiny activated and weaponized stereotyped perceptions of 
African American suspects and widened racial disparities in criminal justice. 
Because New Orleans policemen typically did not perceive white residents to 
be dangerous, they rarely interpreted vague movements toward pockets as 
menacing and seldom shot unarmed white suspects, even when they actually 
possessed weapons.37 While the percentage of unarmed African American 
victims soared, the proportion of unarmed whites killed by local cops 
plunged. By the early 1930s, African American victims of police homicide 
were five times more likely to be unarmed than white victims—a disparity 
that persists into the twenty-first century.38 Racialized perceptions of crimi-
nality and the racialization of police violence became intertwined and self-
perpetuating, an alchemy that erupted throughout the urban South. In 
Alabama, cops killed nineteen African American suspects and one white 
resident, while their Atlanta counterparts fatally shot twenty-five African 
American and one white suspect, most of them unarmed.39

Some New Orleans detectives exploited the hip-pocket explanation. 
Shooting unarmed suspects because they allegedly made ambiguous body 
movements offered the most aggressive, murderous cops plausible deniability. 
Killer detectives recognized that it was impossible to disprove events that 
hinged on purported inflections or to establish whether the victims actually 
reached for their pockets. Criminal justice officials deferred to the discretion 
of the “guardians of the law” in all such cases.40 Not every New Orleanian, 
however, concurred. African American residents and local civil rights activ-
ists frequently charged that detectives fabricated explanations to justify sum-
mary executions. The editor of the Louisiana Weekly, for instance, discounted 
most hip-pocket reports as “too thin for well thinking persons of either 
color” and noted that local detectives “require no training for shooting 
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Negroes for misdemeanors, but somehow or other they lose the art of  
shooting altogether whenever they fire at white bandits.” 41 He dismissed the 
explanations as “flimsy pretexts.” 42 In a letter to the editor of a city newspa-
per, another observer called “the supposed facts” in such killings “ridiculous 
and absurd,” while a civil rights reformer similarly concluded that police kill-
ers employed deadly force “at the slightest provocation, and sometimes with 
no provocation at all.” 43 Criticism of this thin patina of plausibility, however, 
fell on deaf ears and failed to persuade police authorities or district attorneys, 
who remained eager to deploy detectives’ use of preemptive violence as a balm 
for white residents’ anxieties about racial stability and law and order. Police 
homicide served an important political purpose for municipal officials and a 
powerful institutional role for Jim Crow law enforcement leaders.

At least in part, interwar cops invoked contrived explanations, often 
unmistakably manufactured and employing identical descriptions of the 
events prompting the use of deadly force, to generate public support from 
frightened white residents. Many of the African Americans who died under 
questionable, murky circumstances were suspects in interracial crimes. Few 
white New Orleanians fretted about procedural fairness or the precise legal 
definition of justifiable homicide when Detective Vic Swanson shot the cop 
killer Percy Thompson or when Detective Willie Grosch executed the serial 
rapist Charles Handy “without the formalities of a legal accusation or court 
trial.” 44 To the contrary, respectable residents—the local electorate—
expressed relief and gratitude, sentiments that reflected white New 
Orleanians’ growing faith in granting discretionary authority to municipal 
cops. Paradoxically, detectives’ violence fortified the legitimacy of the police.

Such public support gave detectives free rein to impose their own stand-
ards of justice and kill the suspects that they personally most reviled. White 
journalists, prosecutors, and city residents deferred to Grosch’s statement 
that an implausible movement “forced him to shoot” a prisoner who had 
killed a police officer a decade earlier, just as residents blithely accepted 
another local law enforcer’s explanation that he fired in self-defense when he 
fatally shot a thirty-eight-year-old African American suspected of having 
burglarized his own home.45 Stubborn, noncompliant African Americans 
enraged crime investigators, and the suspects subsequently made the ambigu-
ous movement that provided plausible deniability and justifiable homicide 
determinations from parish prosecutors. On November 2, 1935, Grosch 
claimed such a self-defense explanation after he and his partner fired ten 
bullets into the body of Haze Howard, a thirty-four-year-old burglary sus-
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pect who had been slow to raise his hands upon command.46 Describing 
another wantonly violent episode by the detective and his partner, the 
Louisiana Weekly declared that they had hands “dyed with blood.” 47 The 
Chicago Defender labeled one of Grosch’s justifiable homicides a “lynching” 
and a “streamlined lynching.” 48 For Willie Grosch and other city detectives, 
the license to employ preemptive force—to beat and kill suspects—became 
increasingly capacious, as long as the victims were African American. One 
critic of police violence likened New Orleans detectives to the “Brown Shirts 
of Germany.” 49 A local civil rights activist made a comparable comparison in 
1941, charging that “no worse condition could exist even under Hitler and 
Nazi Germany.”50

Seven municipal cops, nearly all part of the city’s detective unit, commit-
ted almost half of the police homicides during the 1930s.51 These local law 
enforcers, along with one precinct commander, inflicted the most brutal, 
sadistic beatings during suspect interrogations as well. Far from being rogue 
cops who embarrassed city authorities, they constituted New Orleans’s elite 
crime fighters, and police superintendents selected them to serve on the high-
est visibility specialized squads and assigned these men to investigate the 
most serious crimes and interrogate the most hardened criminals. They were 
the most influential, revered cops in the city—the “cream of the crop”—and 
included chiefs of detectives, special advisors to the police chief, and acting 
police superintendents. The toughest, most fearless cops in New Orleans, 
they shaped law enforcement and criminal justice in the city.

Again and again, members of this small group served on the special units 
assembled to make the streets of New Orleans safe. When the crime panic 
began, they formed the “Go Get ’Em squad” and during the 1930s comprised 
the “vigilance squad” empowered “to clean up the town.”52 Top police 
authorities actively supported their methods, heaping praise on these elite, 
murderous detectives and rewarding them with promotions and high sala-
ries. Willie Grosch’s salary, for instance, was nearly double the mean for city 
detectives. The most sadistic interrogations also routinely occurred in police 
headquarters, in rooms adjoining the district attorney’s office, and in other 
settings overseen by leading officials. Police chiefs and prosecutors boasted 
about their detectives’ brutality and violent methods. “Obtaining confes-
sions” from vicious criminals, city authorities crowed in 1937, was “baby play 
for these fellows.”53

Some of these cops had signature methods for extracting confessions. 
James Burns achieved particular notoriety and infamy during the early 1930s. 
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Municipal officials and parish judges knew Burns as a jovial, self-deprecating 
police captain with a colorful, flamboyant personality, though they also  
recognized that he possessed almost magical powers to secure confessions 
from the fiercest suspects.

Born in 1878, the child of Irish immigrants, Burns grew up in working-
class New Orleans and joined the police department in 1902 as a supernumer-
ary patrolman. Two years later, the superintendent made him a permanent 
officer, and Burns rose through the ranks. In 1928 police officials promoted 
him to captain and commander of the department’s 12th precinct station. He 
also became a local celebrity. Though standing five feet seven, Burns weighed 
more than three hundred pounds, making him the “heaviest man on the 
police force,” and he competed in the department’s yearly “fat man’s race.”54 
During the 1910s, he gained particular renown, however, acting in the depart-
ment’s annual minstrel show. Each year, the rotund Burns donned a short 
white dress and a wig with flowing curls and “gamboled about the stage as a 
song and dance entertainer” in a performance of “Pinafore,” earning him the 
moniker “Buttercup Burns.”55 His colleagues and local journalists called him 
the “funniest policeman in America,” and Burns became well known for his 
“amiable disposition and kindliness.”56

With this public persona, the dancing captain’s remarkable prowess at 
securing confessions from crime suspects especially amazed city authorities, 
but African American New Orleanians encountered a very different cop in 
the 12th precinct’s interrogation room. To compel these residents to confess 
to crimes, Buttercup Burns routinely instructed his officers to remove sus-
pects’ clothing, heat an iron stove poker, and sodomize the prisoners until 
they admitted their guilt. During one such session, he ordered a patrolman 
to “burn the n----- until he tells where he stole that watch.”57

Burns’s methods were an open secret, particularly well known to African 
American New Orleanians.58 Under his leadership, the station house was 
dubbed the “damnable 12th,” and Burns routinely commanded his officers to 
secure confessions with the aid of a heated stove poker.59 According to one 
journalist, this interrogation method was “much in vogue at the Twelfth 
Precinct.” 60 Through their defense attorneys, the ostensibly affable com-
mander’s victims charged that their confessions had been extracted using 
methods “so revolting that a newspaper account cannot be given.” 61 But 
judges dismissed the complaints, insisting that the jolly captain could not 
have acted with such cruelty. In one case, Judge A. D. Henriques declared 
allegations of torture inconceivable, stating that “I have known Captain 
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Burns for years and I know him to be one of the kindest-hearted men I’ve 
ever met.” 62 African American residents apprehended as “suspicious and 
dangerous characters,” however, recoiled in terror when patrolmen threat-
ened to deliver them to Burns’s precinct for questioning. Buttercup Burns’s 
interrogation methods yielded rapid confessions, contributing to surging 
racial disparities in criminal justice. Murder suspect Eli Terrell, for example, 
told a judge that he confessed “only after he had been tripped to the 12th 
Precinct police station and threatened with a red hot poker.” 63

Even more brutal and menacing for African American suspects were the 
Grosch brothers. No one considered William Grosch and his younger 
brother, John, kindhearted or funny, but these detectives, each employing a 
signature method, orchestrated a campaign of racial terror in interwar New 
Orleans and exercised commanding influence over policing and race rela-
tions in the city and the region. They formed the core of the department’s 
“royal family,” according to other cops, received “rapid” promotions into 
leadership positions, and enjoyed immense support from white New 
Orleanians, top city officials, and even state legislators.64

The Grosches grew up in rough-hewn, plebian New Orleans, the sons of a 
day laborer and grandsons of German immigrants. William was born in 1893 
and John two years later. They completed six years of schooling, and both 
entered the workforce by their eleventh birthdays. The young boys initially 
found employment as “doffers” at a New Orleans cotton mill and then 
worked, most often side-by-side, in a wide range of unskilled jobs—as pile 
drivers on the city’s docks, sailors on Lake Erie cargo freighters, railroad 
hands, and longshoremen. They each served in the navy during World War I. 
After the military, the Grosches returned to their former positions on the 
New Orleans docks. During the 1920s, they joined the police department, 
John in 1921 as a supernumerary patrolman and William seven years later as 
a supernumerary doorman. Both became permanent patrolmen within a few 
years. In 1925, on the same day his “boyhood buddy,” neighbor, and then 
patrol partner, George Reyer, became the chief of detectives, John was pro-
moted to detective, and five years later, Reyer became police chief and imme-
diately appointed the younger Grosch to succeed him as the chief of detec-
tives, a post he held for the next fifteen years.65 In announcing his close friend 
and longtime partner’s promotion to this leadership position, Reyer declared 
that “I don’t know another man on the force who merits it more than he 
does.” 66 Shortly after becoming the chief of detectives, John elevated his older 
brother to detective and gave him plumb assignments in the department.
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The Grosches quickly established reputations as the city’s most feared, 
violent detectives, though they specialized in different methods of brutality. 
Willie’s unrivaled tally of summary executions notwithstanding, he gained 
even greater public attention for an interrogation ritual he called “the ride.” 
Again and against during the 1930s and early 1940s, Willie Grosch informed 
African American suspects that unless they confessed and signed the docu-
ments he drafted, he would transport them to a particular isolated location 
on the Air-Line Highway half a mile outside of the Orleans Parish boundary 
and kill them, claiming that he had shot in self-defense because they had 
assaulted him, attempted to escape, and made hip-pocket moves. After pull-
ing the police vehicle onto the shoulder of the highway, he once again 
demanded a confession, usually punctuating the request by holding his serv-
ice revolver to the handcuffed suspects’ heads.

Nor was this mere bluster. Grosch repeatedly murdered African American 
suspects on this section of the highway. Far from hiding these executions, the 
detective missed no opportunity to “boast” about them.67 He reminded sus-
pects that he had killed noncompliant crime suspects in the past, even men-
tioning his previous victims by name as he posed the threat.68 The city’s 
African American newspaper disclosed in 1937 that Willie Grosch had been 
“bragging about it [executing Charles Handy] in the streets.” 69 Four years 
later, after another African American suspect died in the same spot on the 
Air-Line Highway, civil rights activists “demanded an investigation by state 
and city prosecutors because Grosch had killed several Negroes under similar 
circumstances.”70 A white reporter also wrote that “stories circulated in the 
Negro sections that he [one of the cop’s victims] had been beaten, then assas-
sinated” by Grosch.71 In one of the executions, he crushed the skull of a 
handcuffed suspect with the butt of his gun and then shot him in order to 
support his claim that he killed in self-defense.72

The detective’s testimony explaining these murders ranged from implau-
sible to absurd. Grosch claimed that he took his prisoners to this setting to 
search for evidence, failing to indicate why all the suspects had presumably 
stashed evidence in precisely the same remote setting or why gathering the 
cap worn by a rapist mattered after the predator had confessed. In one kill-
ing, he insisted that his prisoner, who had allegedly already signed a confes-
sion, was leading him to the location of a gun used in a crime a decade ear-
lier.73 Grosch routinely testified that handcuffed suspects attacked him or 
that prisoners who had been searched and interrogated at police headquar-
ters reached for imaginary weapons, compelling the detective to shoot in 
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self-defense.74 He made little effort to construct even vaguely plausible narra-
tives for his repeated homicides, all committed “in the line of duty.”

African American suspects frequently insisted they signed false confes-
sions to avoid the fate of previous victims of the infamous “ride.” Both the 
forced confessions and the summary executions burnished Willie Grosch’s 
reputation with white residents and city officials and underscored his expan-
sive, unrestrained authority. As long as his victims were African American, 
white New Orleanians, including parish prosecutors, accepted his fabricated 
explanations and celebrated his vigorous actions to preserve racial order and 
public safety. Grosch extracted confessions and killed suspects in the next 
parish to avoid close scrutiny. Although white New Orleanians applauded 
the detective’s efforts to protect them from dangerous criminals, Grosch 
likely worried that his methods, such as bashing in the skulls of handcuffed 
prisoners or shooting them in the genitals, might be less palatable, and he 
knew that Jefferson Parish officials would defer to outlandish explanations 
for the preemptive use of deadly force, conduct superficial autopsies, and 
quickly release bodies for immediate burials.75

Though less murderous than his brother, John Grosch was interwar New 
Orleans’s staunchest, most public, and most unapologetic defender of police 
violence, coercive third-degree interrogation methods, and the racially selec-
tive suspension of legal and constitutional protections for crime suspects. He 
believed that maintaining public safety and preserving law and order some-
times required cops to employ violent means. Legal safeguards undermined 
this mission, compelling policemen to coddle vicious criminals, jeopardizing 
social stability and public safety. Grosch would abide none of this and openly 
rejected such constraints, often telling defense attorneys and even judges that 
he would not submit to constitutional restrictions. No cop in interwar New 
Orleans or the lower Mississippi Valley became more closely identified with 
the third degree, more brazenly rejected legal and judicial boundaries on the 
treatment of suspects, or more stridently embraced police brutality in the 
service of law and order. White New Orleanians, but also white Southerners 
and white Americans overall, celebrated John Grosch’s efforts and his vio-
lence. During the 1930s, a Baton Rouge newspaper called him “one of the 
outstanding police officers in the South,” and a nationally renowned crime 
journalist offered even more fulsome praise, declaring Grosch “one of most 
outstanding detectives in America.”76 Ironically, the New Orleans detective’s 
fierce public embrace of violent interrogation methods and police violence, 
and his acclaim for such a position, occurred in the wake of the publication 
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of the Wickersham Commission’s denunciation of the third degree and cop 
brutality.

Even more than most early twentieth-century cops, John Grosch dis-
trusted lawyers, jurors, and judges, believing that their maudlin sensibilities, 
gullibility, and slavish submission to formal law endangered public safety. 
Law and order could only be ensured when suspects confessed, and police-
men must use any means necessary to protect citizens—white citizens—from 
violent criminals by compelling them to admit to their depredations and face 
punishment. Whereas his brother argued that such a view justified the sum-
mary execution of African American predators, John Grosch focused on 
extracting the confessions that yielded convictions, imprisonment, and “law-
ful” executions. For him, flouting legal protections and defending the rule of 
law somehow coexisted, resulting in savage, unabashed, illegal police violence 
in order to preserve law and order.

Although Grosch secured his position in the New Orleans police depart-
ment as a consequence of his friendship with his former partner, 
Superintendent Reyer, the head detective garnered public status for his seem-
ingly uncanny ability to secure confessions from the most defiant suspects. By 
the early 1930s, white New Orleanians dubbed John Grosch “the best third 
degree artist in the United States.”77 Local defense attorneys and civil rights 
activists concurred, though they used the label to convey their searing criti-
cism of his routine use of illegal interrogation methods. Reformers referred to 
him as “Third-Degree Grosch,” argued that the chief was “notorious” for his 
“third degree methods,” and called him “Bulldog Johnny Grosch” for his 
dogged commitment to violent, unconstitutional interrogation practices.78

John Grosch reveled in his reputation as a “third-degree champion” and 
defended his brutality with undisguised pride and bravado.79 During a 1933 
trial, he crowed that “I have secured over 300 confessions, and the facts show 
that I have almost a 100 per cent [sic] record for introducing these confessions 
into evidence,” describing himself as a “hard-boiled detective.”80 He also 
maintained that these violent methods were “the only way to handle crimi-
nals.”81 Grosch added that “only the guilty” received such treatment.82 He 
employed “the third degree because they [criminals] deserved it.”83 This was 
the “best policing” and “curbed crime,” making the streets of New Orleans 
safe, Grosch bragged.84 “The greatest thrill I get is when I hear a criminal say, 
‘Yes, I did it.’ ”85

For more than two decades, John Grosch threatened, beat, and tortured 
suspects, and during his fifteen years at the helm of the detective unit he 
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unapologetically brutalized prisoners. In one interrogation, he used the butt 
of his gun to knock out the suspect’s teeth, jammed the barrel of his service 
revolver into the prisoner’s mouth, and “said he was going to kill him if he 
didn’t talk.” The following day, after a prisoner was found dead in an adjoin-
ing cell, the suspect testified that “when I heard that, I knew he meant busi-
ness” and signed a confession.86 In another case, a twenty-six-year-old African 
American robbery suspect told a grand jury that the chief of detectives had 
“slugged him until he confessed” to a crime he did not commit.87 Other sus-
pects described the same methods, testifying that Grosch had bludgeoned 
them until they signed false confessions. “Chief Grosch punched me in the 
head and knocked me to the floor. Then I got punched all over. I was knocked 
down several times.”88

One after another, for two decades, suspects leveled comparable charges 
that Grosch beat them until they confessed, the brutality often committed in 
his office at police headquarters. Frank Silsby, a robbery suspect, testified that 
the detective threatened that “if he did not make a statement” admitting to 
the crime “it would be ‘too bad’ for him,” after which Grosch repeatedly 
kicked him in the genitals. “To avoid being crippled to life,” Silsby relented, 
screamed “yes,” and signed the statement that Grosch had drafted. When he 
appealed his conviction, alleging that the confession had been coerced, Silsby 
testified that “my groin was three times the natural size,” and “I told Chief 
Grosch, then and there I told him I will say ‘Yes’ to anything you want me to 
say.”89 Similarly, Grosch, his older brother, and his son pummeled a robbery 
suspect in the chief of detective’s office. “The cops beat me so hard,” the con-
victed prisoner testified in his appeal, “that I thought I was going to die. So I 
confessed.”90 During his tenure as the department’s top detective, hundreds of 
the suspects that Grosch interrogated signed confessions, but he also accumu-
lated dozens of sworn complaints identifying similarly coercive interrogation 
methods. But he treated the allegations as badges of honor and characterized 
the victims who lodged brutality charges and appealed the convictions based 
on their confessions as criminals merely “trying to beat the rap.”91

John Grosch openly crowed about his strategic, selective violence, claim-
ing that these methods preserved law and order. In 1939, at a Rotary Club 
luncheon, he insisted that he had made New Orleans safe for respectable 
people. “If it were not for the ‘third-degree’ methods by which I have forced 
legal admissions in which cases where I had every reason to be sure of guilt,” 
Grosch gushed, the city would be “delivered over to organized rackets and 
brutal crime as New York, Chicago, and other cities are.”92 Although his 
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“spirited defense” of illegal practices elicited shock and outrage from civil 
rights activists and some white newspaper editors, white New Orleanians, 
including those attending the luncheon where Grosch “glorified” the use of 
torture, lauded his practices and credited him with protecting law-abiding 
residents. One Rotary Club officer agreed with the detective chief that “in 
dealing with hardened criminals, we can’t get confessions by offering them 
ice cream and cake.”93 A self-described business woman and mother offered 
an even more full-throated endorsement of Grosch and his policing methods, 
stating that “Chief Grosch should be highly commended for any tactics he 
may use to rid the city of filth and the underworld that will attempt to con-
gregate in New Orleans—and continue to make New Orleans a city safe and 
proud to live in.”94 “During my incumbency,” Grosch boasted, “our good 
women and little children could safely walk the streets of New Orleans.”95

Despite his public, open admission of routinely employing illegal, uncon-
stitutional methods, Grosch’s Rotary Club speech, according to one newspa-
per, produced only “a little stir in the city.”96 A few Rotarians refused to com-
ment, while others asserted that Grosch’s speech had been misinterpreted but 
they shared the detective’s sentiments. The group’s president suggested that 
Grosch had merely emphasized “making it uncomfortable . . . for hardened 
criminals.”97 For white New Orleanians, the chief of detectives was a hero.

Amplifying his public stature, Grosch was so committed to serving the 
interests of decent New Orleanians that he openly defied judges, publicly 
flouted judicial mandates, and explicitly rejected constitutional safeguards 
that he believed imperiled law-abiding residents. When newspaper reporters, 
defense attorneys, judges, and even Justice Department officials asked how 
he justified employing patently illegal law enforcement methods, New 
Orleans’s chief of detectives defiantly barked “because I want them to” and 
explained that he “had no intentions of changing his methods.”98 He beat 
suspects, detained them without filing formal charges, held them in secret, 
undisclosed locations, denied them access to attorneys and relatives, and 
refused to seek warrants whenever he considered it necessary in order to pre-
serve law and order. “Constitutional rights?” a forty-year-old New Orleans 
barber wondered. “Sounds like a foreign language to Chief Grosch.”99 
Nothing, the city’s top detective bragged, would prevent him from “catching 
murderers and thieves.”100

White residents, persuaded by such bluster, credited Bulldog Johnny 
Grosch with safeguarding public safety and reducing crime. During his ten-
ure as the chief of detectives, the murder rate fell by 27 percent, earning him 
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praise from city leaders and white New Orleanians and reinforcing support 
for his methods. The New Orleans Times-Picayune, for instance, declared 
that he “made gangsters a bullet-marked legend in New Orleans.”101 Local 
residents seemed unaware that the national homicide rate plunged by 35.2 
percent during this span.

But the politics of race infused both Grosch’s crime-fighting mission and 
popular support for his methods. Most white New Orleanians applauded 
Grosch’s philosophy, averring that violent predators and other dangerous 
characters, particularly African American criminals, sacrificed their consti-
tutional rights and were not entitled to exploit the legal system to jeopardize 
public safety. The Louisiana legislature weighed in on the debate and unani-
mously commended Grosch and his selectively illegal law-and-order mea-
sures. “Unless drastic steps are taken at once,” according to their 1938 formal 
resolution expressing “moral support” for his efforts, “white supremacy will 
be endangered.”102 Not even repeated allegations of corruption or indict-
ments for fraud and bribery, including huge payoffs from vice lords and 
expensive gifts from local gangsters, such as a “Cadillac limousine,” damp-
ened white support for John Grosch and the racialized policing practices he 
championed.103 Much like District Attorney Eugene Stanley, John Grosch 
perceived crime and guilt in racial terms. Both men used their positions and 
authority to institutionalize this view, conflating law and order with racial 
control, seeing themselves as guardians of law and order, rather than cham-
pions of racial custom. Nonetheless, during the 1940s, Grosch established a 
“civil organization” committed to the “cause of white supremacy,” echoing 
Stanley’s worldview.104

Chief Grosch also encouraged his men to employ violent methods. He 
promoted the fiercest, most aggressive cops into the detective unit he headed 
and rewarded them with pay raises and high-profile assignments, including his 
brother and son. Patrolmen who employed deadly force often immediately 
joined the detective force. All at once, New Orleans detectives became the 
department’s elite crime fighters, and members of the unit emerged at the  
most violent, homicidal law enforcers in the city. These unflinching specialists 
tackled and cracked the toughest cases, extracted confessions from the  
most terrifying predators, committed an enormous share of police homicides, 
and claimed credit for the city’s plunging violent crime rate, legitimizing  
and institutionalizing violent law enforcement.105 Outraged by the unit’s 
record, one local attorney termed the detective squad “Grosch and his armed 
thugs.”106
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Grosch normalized such practices, which then extended beyond the 
department’s detective unit and gave other interwar cops, confident that 
department officials supported such behavior, license to imitate his violent 
methods.107 One young cop explained prominent detectives established “bru-
tality to be a general practice, and that he just followed the lead of the older 
men.”108 Some patrolmen, who fully qualified as “rogue cops,” copied the 
Grosch brothers, routinely brutalized suspects, boasted far and wide of their 
sadism, and gleefully tortured African American residents, accelerating the 
racialized definition of the rule of law.

Lawrence Terrebonne belonged to this group. Born in 1895 in working-
class New Orleans, he dropped out of school at the age of ten, served in the 
military during the Great War, held a variety of unskilled jobs, and joined the 
police in 1929 as a doorman, assembling a checkered service record. 
Terrebonne survived numerous complaints—for brutality, drunkenness, and 
disorderly conduct.109 He repeatedly beat and threatened to execute African 
American suspects.110 Like Willie Grosch, Terrebonne also bragged about his 
brutality.111 But unlike the infamous detective, Terrebonne’s bluster was 
largely hyperbolic. On one occasion, Terrebonne shot a suspect and then 
bellowed that his victim was “very lucky that he did not shoot him twice. It 
is not my custom,” Terrebonne announced, “to shoot a ‘N-----’ once and stop. 
I always follow the first shot with a second one, and the second shot means 
another dead ‘N-----’; I’ve killed three ‘N-----s’ already, and you’re lucky you’re 
not the fourth one.”112 Neither police nor coroner’s records support his Willie 
Grosch–like claims, however. He used the braggadocio as an instrument of 
racial terrorism, reminding African American residents that he could kill 
them under the cover of police authority.

Though even more violent, David Marks’s career mirrored Terrebonne’s, 
complete with bravado about killing African American suspects, myriad 
complaints for brutality and reprimands for violations of departmental pro-
cedures. But police officials defended the patrolman, actively misleading the 
courts—and the public—about Marks’s record. The lifelong New Orleanian 
joined the department in 1924 and walked the same beat for two decades. 
Marks fatally shot an African American burglary suspect and an African 
American prowler in Willie Grosch–style executions, even asserting that he 
fired in response to hip-pocket moves and in defense of his life. Before killing 
the unarmed thirty-six-year-old Clarence Thompson, who had raised his 
arms to surrender, Marks screamed, “Halt, you black son-of-a-b----h.” 
According to numerous witnesses, the patrolman, from a distance of ten feet, 
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shot Thompson “like a rat.”113 The victim’s neighbors told reporters that well 
before the murder, the fifty-eight-year-old police veteran had bickered with 
Thompson at a local vegetable stand, had threatened to kill “that n-----,” and 
had “boast[ed] that he had already killed thirteen Negroes.”114 During the 
hearing to investigate the death of Clarence Thompson, Police Superintendent 
George Reyer, the Grosch brothers’ benefactor, described Marks as a fine 
officer and testified that Marks “had been a member of the department for 
17 years and had never been charged with any infraction of police rules,” 
overlooking his suspensions for the neglect of duty, disobedience, conduct 
unbecoming an official, and forcing young girls into his patrol car.115 After 
fifteen minutes of deliberation, a grand jury ruled the killing “justifiable 
homicide” committed in the line of duty.116 Much like Lawrence Terrebonne, 
David Marks was volatile and unpredictable, gloated about shooting African 
American residents, and borrowed Willie Grosch’s methods.

The Killer Twins, Bulldog Johnny Grosch, and Buttercup Burns’s influence, 
however, extended beyond the racial brutality of Terrebonne, Marks, and a 
handful of other erratic, sadistic cops. Some policemen imitated the Grosches’ 
practices, even transporting African American suspects for “a ride” to Willie’s 
Grosch’s favorite spot on the Air-Line Highway, beating or shooting them and 
then fabricating narratives to justify the preemptive violence. On August 6, 
1941, James Smith, a fifty-year-old sergeant, for example, forced a witness into 
a patrol car, drove him to the specific secluded site of Grosch’s executions, 
quickly became frustrated with Charlie Sims, shot the twenty-nine-year-old 
day gardener, and then claimed—successfully—that he had acted in self-
defense.117 But cops such as Smith were outliers on a police force with over eight 
hundred officers. Members of the small, elite detective force committed a dis-
proportionate share of police homicides and the egregious police brutality.

Most New Orleans cops carried their racial sensibilities to the streets and 
treated African American residents with disdain, though their embrace of 
Southern racial custom did not typically produce extreme violence. The 
majority of municipal policemen refrained from shooting or beating African 
American residents or publicly extolling such practices. Nonetheless, the hor-
rific brutality of New Orleans detectives buttressed so-called good cops’ 
authority and haunted every encounter with African American residents. 
Detectives’ violent methods and other policemen’s nonviolent interactions 
with these residents comprised different layers of a single, larger system of 
racial control in which an implicit threat of violence always existed, even 
when it was not invoked or employed.
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African American residents knew that any encounter with a policeman 
could land them in the “damnable 12th” for interrogation with a cop wielding 
a heated stove poker, at detective headquarters being tortured by John Grosch, 
in Willie Grosch’s vehicle, or in the clutches of the other vicious detectives, 
for patrolmen routinely called in—or threatened to call in—specialists, the 
department’s “expert technicians,” when high-profile crimes occurred on 
their beats, when African American residents refused to reveal potentially 
relevant information, expressed reluctance to provide testimony, were not 
fully compliant, or for no reason at all.118 “Where the Negro is involved,” an 
African American journalist explained, they “treat their victims as they 
please, with no thought or fear of the consequences.”119 One resident noted 
that African American New Orleanians routinely “witnessed the unmerciful 
beating and kicking of negroes by the police.”120 Detectives’ law enforcement 
methods always loomed, generating unabating vulnerability for African 
American New Orleanians.121

Although interwar cops focused their crime-fighting efforts on young, 
poor African Americans—the newcomers who comprised the imaginary 
invading army of “bad n-----s”—older, wealthier African American New 
Orleanians might also, without any explanation or logic, be delivered to the 
most loathsome, feared interrogation rooms or, worse still, to remote settings 
on the Air-Line Highway. “Who knows just who will be the next victim of 
police brutalities,” an African American journalist asked in 1934.122 “No 
classes of Negroes,” another observer noted, “are wholly exempt.”123 In 
response to this omnipresent danger, many African American New Orleanians 
either fled from cops, which seemed to confirm cops’ notions of their guilt and 
justify more aggressive actions, or these residents nominally cooperated with 
policemen. The former option often yielded horrific results, but the latter 
operated as a subtler form of racial dominance. Patrolmen discovered that 
African Americans on their beats sometimes turned in offenders, voluntarily 
provided information and witness testimony, and in other ways cooperated 
with them as these residents cultivated the goodwill of cops as a hedge against 
the “toils” of detectives.124 “Even when they are not violating the laws,” a New 
Orleans detective explained, “Negroes are very, very scared and afraid of the 
police.”125 “All [African American] citizens,” Leon Lewis lamented in 1938 in 
the Louisiana Weekly, were “at the mercy of a band of blood-thirsty police.”126

The influence, infamy, and crime-solving acumen of New Orleans detec-
tives, especially John Grosch, also reached beyond the city during this era. 
Just as local patrolmen invited detectives to extract confessions in tough 
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cases, small-town sheriffs throughout the lower Mississippi Valley also turned 
to Grosch to interrogate uncooperative African American suspects. In 1933, 
for example, Thomas Magee, the Bogalusa police chief, transported thirty-
eight-year-old Allie Mae Purvis from Washington Parish to New Orleans so 
that Chief Grosch could interrogate her and an eighteen-year-old African 
American suspected accomplice in the woman’s husband’s death. Using his 
renowned “ ‘third degree’ methods,” Grosch was able to “wring confessions” 
from both.127 Likewise, Sheriff O. L. Meador of Harrison County, 
Mississippi, brought Grosch, whom he considered an “expert on extracting 
confessions,” to his local jail house to interrogate a robbery suspect. According 
to Elliott Shaw, the New Orleans detective “sat him in a chair and gave him 
five minutes to confess.” After the time had expired, Shaw testified, Grosch 
and a colleague “beat him in the stomach and on the back of his head with 
their fists. He said he fell to the floor and was pulled up by his hair.” Another 
man, however, would later confess to the robberies.128 “Grosch and his thugs” 
achieved celebrity status as crime fighters and beat, bludgeoned, and tortured 
African American throughout the Gulf region, though the shift from civil-
ian to police racial control occurred more slowly in rural areas.

The Grosches, James Burns, and members of the New Orleans detective 
squad were distinctive but not unique. Every Southern city had comparable 
“expert technicians,” who employed signature methods to extract confes-
sions, executed African American suspects, and imposed racial domination 
in the name of law and order. In a neighboring Louisiana city, William 
Stander assumed this role and murdered six African American suspects “in 
the line of duty.”129 Interwar Memphis had Jack Crumby, a grizzled detective, 
who killed at least five suspects, and Alfred Clark, a detective who fatally 
shot at least six African American suspects.130 One cop in Helena, Arkansas, 
tallied six African American victims between 1934 and 1939.131

Early twentieth-century ethnographers described policemen with compa-
rable records and reputations throughout the urban South. Social scientists 
studying Natchez, for instance, reported that “one policeman spoke of 
another policeman with professional admiration: ‘We pick up anyone who 
acts suspicious and turn them over to Joe, who questions them. He certainly 
knows how to find out what they know, and by the time he gets through, they 
tell everything they know.’ ”132 In his analysis of another city in the region, 
sociologist Arthur Raper discovered that two policemen served this role. 
“One of these officers has put notches on his gun for five Negroes he killed, 
while the other with even more notches has exhibited ‘a fine lack of racial 
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discrimination.’ These two officers take especially hard assignments,  
however, [and] are called into situations when somebody ‘needs to be  
killed.’ ” Atlanta’s police department included a four-time killer of African 
American residents, usually complete with Willie Grosch’s references to  
hip-pocket moves to justify murdering unarmed suspects. In the Deep  
South, the sociologist explained, “a common explanation is that the man was 
reaching for his hip pocket as if to get a gun or knife. Sometimes knives are 
planted on dead men to make peace officers appear the more defensible, while 
in others such subterfuge is not even considered necessary. The mere state-
ment by the officer that ‘he reached as if to get a gun’ or ‘refused to halt’ 
suffices.”133

The Grosch brothers’ and Burns’s counterparts in other Southern cities 
employed similar methods to extract confessions from African American 
suspects during the 1930s and early 1940s as well. Using the comparable inter-
rogation practices as New Orleans detectives, policemen throughout the 
interwar South extracted false confessions. An Atlanta policemen, thirty-six-
year-old Warren Sutherland, adapted Burns’s interrogation technique and 
used a heated tacking iron to secure confessions.134 Memphis detectives pre-
ferred John Grosch’s method and maintained a “whipping room” in police 
headquarters, complete with a “torture chair.” Interrogators tethered African 
American suspects, threatened to kill them, and beat them until they con-
fessed.135 Moreover, just as sheriffs in the lower Mississippi Valley turned to 
the New Orleans chief of detectives to interrogate defiant prisoners, their 
mid-South counterparts relied on Memphis third-degree specialists.136 
Appeals of the resulting convictions poured into state courts, and defense 
attorneys and local civil rights activists flooded the national office of the 
NAACP seeking legal assistance with their cases.137 Buttercup Burns and the 
Grosch brothers had larger-than-life personalities, but their law enforcement 
methods were more typical of interwar Southern cops than distinctive. 
Systemic police brutality, disguised as the rule of law, infected race relations 
throughout the region.

• • •

When law and order fused racial control with crime control, policing evolved 
into a bulwark for white supremacy. Spearheaded in New Orleans by John 
Grosch and his handpicked “cream-of-the-crop” detectives, a multilayered 
system of racial violence infused, permeated, and poisoned law enforcement, 
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employing both explicit and subtler forms of dominance. His small cadre of 
depraved cops and nearly a thousand relatively nonviolent policemen oper-
ated as a single, interconnected department. The potential for brutality  
hovered over every aspect of law enforcement and every African American 
resident of the city. Detectives, however, committed the most purposeful acts 
of racial brutality, accounting for much of the police homicide and cop bru-
tality during the 1930s and early 1940s. Their notion of protecting white New 
Orleanians from the threat posed by African American residents fueled a 
62.6 percent hike in police homicides between the early 1920s and the early 
1930s, most often in circumstances similar to Willie Grosch’s 1937 execution 
of Charles Handy.

But the impact of such violence proved to be still greater than the numbers 
would suggest. Even at its early 1930s level, the victims of cops’ use of deadly 
force accounted for only 6.6 percent of the city’s African American homicide 
victims. Yet the threat and vulnerability haunted daily life for African 
American New Orleanians, and municipal cops used this vulnerability to 
garner support from white residents, to enhance police legitimacy, and to 
buttress racial dominance in the age of Jim Crow. Detectives, but other New 
Orleans law enforcers as well, trumpeted and embellished reports of police 
brutality against African American suspects. They not only boasted about 
such savagery committed in the name of law and order but also counted on 
reports of such violence circulating freely in the city’s African American 
community. Killer cops expected the relatives of their victims to recount 
suspects’ final moments to friends and neighbors and wanted African 
American residents who saw beatings or heard about police executions to 
serve as witnesses to the power and unbridled authority of the police. 
Murderous detectives in other cities employed comparable campaigns of ter-
ror to maintain racial dominance, casting themselves as selfless public serv-
ants, assuming the dangerous, unsightly work to protect white society.

The ferocious brutality of interwar detectives served multiple and overlap-
ping purposes. It tapped and exploited white racial anxiety in ways that 
amplified voters’ perception that they depended on men such as the Grosches 
to maintain law and order. Ironically, detectives’ savage, murderous practices 
enhanced white support for expansive police authority and legitimacy. 
Concentrating police brutality in the hands of the detective squad also sepa-
rated white civilians and most cops from the violence that provided the 
foundation of their status.138 “Respectable” New Orleanians, and their 
counterparts throughout the region, could affirm their rejection of mob  
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justice and their belief in white cultural superiority. Similarly, most munici-
pal law enforcers both assumed the role of “good cop” and maintained the 
explicit capacity to unleash violence against African American suspects. 
Cream-of-the-crop detectives shielded white residents and patrolmen from 
the institutional sadism that preserved white privilege and bolstered police 
authority. And the nearly complete disfranchisement of African American 
city dwellers ensured this system of systemic racial oppression translated into 
political power, remained self-sustaining, and operated both within and 
outside of plain sight—for white residents and municipal cops.

The egregious, sadistic methods of Buttercup Burns, Bulldog Johnny 
Grosch, and the Killer Twins informed and contaminated every encounter 
between New Orleans cops and African American residents. “Each [police] 
slaying to no small degree terrifies entire Negro communities,” one observer 
explained, “for that is its purpose.”139 Detectives beat and murdered suspects 
specifically as an instrument of domination, deployed to control the larger 
African American community. Policing fortified white supremacy and 
evolved into a haunting form of state-supported racial terrorism in New 
Orleans, throughout the urban South, and subsequently across the nation.
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“the law is white,” sociologist Arthur Raper observed in his 1940 
analysis of race and police violence in the South. “So too are the officials who 
administer it.”1 In New Orleans, every elected city official, police officer, 
prosecutor, assistant prosecutor, juror, and judge was white, as was nearly 
every registered voter. Not all white New Orleanians applauded police vio-
lence against African American residents, but most embraced white suprem-
acy, feared that African Americans threatened social stability, and believed 
that racial control provided the bedrock for law and order. Thus, they granted 
law enforcers expansive authority to employ virtually any means necessary to 
preserve racial dominance. Emboldened by this capacious mandate, some 
New Orleans policemen beat, tortured, shot, and murdered African 
American suspects, doing so at will and with impunity. Violent cops who 
engaged in egregious acts of racial violence and even executed African 
American New Orleanians faced no legal consequences for their conduct. 
City leaders, voters, and criminal justice officials tolerated, encouraged, and 
ignored police brutality masquerading as the rule of law. The most sadistic, 
aggressive detectives, led by the Grosch brothers, bragged about their meth-
ods and reaped handsome rewards for their violence, ranging from public 
acclaim to bloated salaries.

African American New Orleanians recognized their vulnerability to 
police brutality and racial terrorism and knew that they had little legal or 
political recourse. They did not, however, submit to such attacks. Despite 
widespread white support and complicity for such brutality and court 
endorsement of coercive, even deadly treatment, African Americans resisted, 
challenged, and denounced police brutality in myriad individual and collec-
tive ways. Nor were they without some white allies in this crusade. A small 

f i v e

“Negroes Are Willing to Die Rather Than 
Submit to the White Man’s Terror”
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group of white civil rights and labor activists shared their outrage and joined 
them in protest, often becoming targets themselves. African American resist-
ance cast a glaring light on illegal police conduct, making it impossible for 
city officials, jurors, prosecutors, voters, and white newspaper readers to deny 
being aware of systemic, institutionalized police brutality. But protest in any 
form came at a high price. It triggered a ferocious backlash and unleashed 
even more horrific violence, greater police repression, and more frantic white 
support for police methods. Cycles of resistance and retrenchment infected 
race relations in ways that persisted long after surviving victims’ wounds 
healed and scars faded.

In many ways, Willie Gray’s 1936 ordeal and the ensuing fallout typified 
this toxic spiral. A sixteen-year-old, diminutive, African American high 
school student, he committed no crime, came from a respectable family, and 
had never been arrested. But this did not prevent Gray from becoming a 
victim of police violence. On March 14, fifty-two-year-old Alice Gray gave 
her son $1.50 and instructed him to purchase a pair of trousers. Willie visited 
a South Rampart Street clothing store and discovered that the pants would 
cost $2. He then walked a short distance to the shop where his eighteen-year-
old brother Lawrence worked as a porter. The younger Gray borrowed fifty 
cents from Lawrence and learned that his brother would soon complete his 
shift and return home. Willie bought the trousers, after which he strolled 
through the neighborhood, killing time while he waited for his brother. 
William Drewes, a fifty-one-year-old detective with a fifth-grade education, 
and his partner, thirty-six-year-old John Walsh, saw the high school student 
and demanded to know the contents of the package in his hand.

Frightened by the unexpected encounter, Gray nervously explained that it 
contained pants he had just purchased and “tore open the package and 
showed” the detectives.2 The cops, however, insisted that the teenager had 
stolen the clothing, deemed him a “suspicious and dangerous character,” and, 
according to Gray, “told me to get into the automobile.”3 In 1936, every 
African American New Orleanian knew about the infamous “ride” and how 
it often ended, and the sixteen-year-old panicked, dropped his parcel, and 
ran. Drewes ordered two young, white seamen on the sidewalk to grab the 
teenager, screaming that he “had been breaking into places.” Tommy Kane 
and Dick Marks complied and held young Gray. Drewes reached them and 
mauled the teenager. “The negro wasn’t doing anything and the cop began 
twisting his arms behind his back,” Kane and Marks told reporters. “They 
kept walking the negro up and down, twisting his arms behind his back and 
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finally they put him in an automobile and drove off.” Drewes also battered 
his young prisoner’s head with the butt of his gun. Terrified, Gray leaped out 
of the moving vehicle, prompting Drewes to shoot him as a dangerous, flee-
ing criminal.4

The veteran cop’s formal report, however, offered a very different narra-
tive. Gray, he explained, behaved in a “suspicious” manner, “failed to give a 
good account of himself,” tried to escape, and defied his instructions to halt. 
But, with the help of the sailors, he apprehended the suspect. While Walsh 
drove to the 1st precinct, where they intended to question Gray, described by 
classmates as “frail, even rather cowardly,” the teenager viciously attacked 
them.5 “He suddenly punched me in the face,” Drewes wrote, and “the negro 
grabbed Walsh around the throat almost wrecking the car and he kicked me 
in the groin. I shot him in the stomach as he was getting out” of the vehicle. 
The report omitted that Drewes fired his revolver twice, one bullet hitting 
Gray and the other striking a white bystander. Walsh conveyed the bleeding 
teenager to Charity Hospital, where he lapsed into “critical” condition. 
Police Superintendent George Reyer posted a cop at the hospital to guard the 
dangerous prisoner.6

Henry Gray demanded justice for his son. The following day, Reyer 
announced “that he will make no formal investigation of the shooting 
because he is convinced that ‘the boy kicked one of the officers. I have only 
the statement of the boy against that of the two officers and I do not think 
the boy’s statement is sufficient to warrant an investigation,’ he said.”7 Gray’s 
fifty-three-year-old father, the longtime pastor of a local Methodist church, 
turned to his ministerial colleagues for support. Forty-five African American 
ministers, “representing more than 50,000 communicants,” quickly drafted 
a petition “protesting the increasing brutality on the part of the city police,” 
requesting a meeting with Reyer and demanding an investigation into the 
shooting. The superintendent grudgingly agreed to speak with the clergy-
men. The meeting, however, went badly, with Reyer expressing his unquali-
fied support for Drewes and closing the case. “I grant you that the boy might 
not have been doing anything wrong,” Superintendent Reyer stated, “but in 
the opinion of the officers he was acting suspicious [sic] and after he was 
arrested, I can’t understand why he should have put up such a fight. I can’t 
blame the officers for what they did. If my own brother would grab me 
around the neck when I was arresting him I think that I would shoot, too. 
You see if that boy had gotten the officer’s gun then they would have been in 
a bad way themselves.”8 “If he had done nothing that he was afraid to have 
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been confronted with, why did he put a fight with these officers?” the police 
chief added.9 Reyer concluded that “the negro prisoner had made such an 
attack upon the arresting officers as to justify their shooting him.”10 The 
superintendent then chided the ministers for focusing on Willie Gray and 
ignoring the cases of “several negroes recently arrested for criminal assault on 
white women.”11 Reyer’s comparison of Gray’s case and rapists somehow 
implied that brooking no resistance from an innocent African American 
teenager protected white women.

Frustrated by Reyer’s response, the clergymen called for a mass protest 
meeting. A group of white reformers, labor leaders, and child-welfare activ-
ists, ranging from the Louisiana Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Children to the New Orleans Teachers’ Association, rallied to the minsters’ 
support. They endorsed the pastors’ plan to stage a public protest against 
Gray’s treatment and police methods more broadly.

Reyer reacted quickly and decisively. First, he urged his police officers to 
exercise caution in their use of deadly force, not because Drewes had nearly 
killed an innocent teenager but rather to avoid the “danger attached to shoot-
ing at a prisoner because an innocent person may be seriously wounded by a 
stray bullet,” a reference to Clarence Alker, the white bystander who suffered a 
“superficial wound” in the Gray shooting.12 The superintendent then reaf-
firmed his support for Drewes and “banned” the protest meeting, warning that 
the police would “break it up” and framing the demonstration as a ruse. “The 
negro element,” he declared, “is trying in some way to cause trouble, which in 
my mind may result in a race riot here. This thing has gone far enough.”13 Police 
officials also warned the ministers that they would not tolerate “any criticism 
of the police or the city administration” and would not permit any protest 
gathering.14 Perhaps because of reports about the recent Harlem race riot, 
Reyer announced that he would flood the site of the proposed gathering with 
cops to forestall racial violence and preserve law and order.

The police superintendent acknowledged that Gray might have engaged 
in no unlawful or menacing behavior, conceding to the ministers that “you 
are probably right” about the teenager, but the incident underscored the 
threat that African American New Orleanians posed to white residents and 
social stability as well as the necessity for detectives to defend their own lives 
and safeguard the rule of law, pandering to the racial anxieties of local vot-
ers.15 White newspapers also conceded that a “mixup” prompted Drewes to 
shoot Willie Gray and that his official account was “garbled.” Nonetheless, 
the reporting emphasized that the detective discharged his weapon in self-
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defense after being assaulted.16 Thus, in both the formal police response to 
the incident and white newspaper coverage of the shooting, Gray, instantly 
transformed from a “frail” teenager to a powerful, ferocious attacker, had 
provoked the use of the deadly force. The police became the victims, and 
protesters endangered public safety. Again and again, this cycle repeated 
itself in interwar New Orleans and throughout the region. African American 
resistance to abuse, allegations of police brutality, and protest efforts pro-
duced conflicting public responses. Police violence mobilized the African 
American community, energizing the civil rights movement across the 
South.17 But the resulting African American reactions triggered a backlash, 
replete with police denials, reminders that African Americans preyed on 
whites, and vehement reaffirmations of white support for racialized policing 
as a prescription for law and order. Protest signaled dangerous subversion, an 
overt challenge to the racial hierarchy and hence to social stability, necessitat-
ing rapid, violent repression from law enforcers.

• • •

Every African American New Orleanian (and Southerner), particularly 
young men, feared the approach of a cop. Some suspects had committed or 
witnessed criminal acts, though the lion’s share had not, yet they worried 
that they would be beaten and perhaps murdered by the “guardians of the 
law.”18 And so the reflex, even for African Americans who had done nothing 
wrong, was to avoid being arrested, forced into a police car, shuttled to a 
precinct house, such as the “damnable 12th,” for questioning, or, worse still, 
taken on “the ride” to the Air-Line Highway. Evading apprehension took 
many forms.

Fleeing constituted the most common reaction. African American New 
Orleanians defied cops’ commands that they “halt” and ran. In an editorial 
entitled “It’s Happened Again,” the Louisiana Weekly analyzed a series of 
deadly police shootings. When policemen see a “Negro boy running” from 
them, the editor lamented, they assume “he had committed some dastardly 
deed . . . terrible enough to be shot without a chance.” Given this ugly reality 
and the frequency of cops responding with deadly force, why did they flee?19 
In one such lethal police shooting, a fifteen-year-old, 110-pound “suspect” 
died from a bullet wound in the back after he “failed to heed the officers’ call 
to halt to question him concerning a scream by Mrs. Charles Camp,” a thirty-
seven-year-old white woman who heard “loud noises in the street,” and ran.20 
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Charles Jones, the policeman who killed the teenager, acknowledged that his 
“only reason for shooting the youth [was] that he heard a white woman 
scream and saw the boy running.”21 Willie Gray, and countless others, antici-
pated being beaten (or worse), chose to flee, and suffered horrific conse-
quences when the arresting cops assumed that flight indicated guilt of some 
sort and employed lethal force. Such police behavior reinforced African 
American New Orleanians’ instinct to run. Civil rights activists throughout 
the urban South reported comparable responses. “Why should not Negroes 
tremble in fear of their lives when called to submit to arrest,” a Birmingham 
NAACP official asked.22

Other suspects resisted more forcefully, ripping themselves free from the 
cop’s grasp, shoving the arresting officer away to avoid apprehension, or strik-
ing their abusers to facilitate their escape. They knew from experiencing bru-
tality, witnessing police violence, hearing neighborhood accounts of savage 
beatings and summary executions, or from the self-congratulatory bluster of 
Willie Grosch, Lawrence Terrebonne, or other sadistic cops that law enforcers 
“regard any Negro who resists a policeman as a ‘bad n-----,’ one who must be 
‘taken care of.’ ”23 Some, such as Percy Thompson, expected to die when they 
refused to submit, and used deadly force to defend themselves. Writing in 
1943, one sociologist described similar episodes throughout the South. Charles 
Johnson explained that some police-brutality victims felt compelled to battle 
for survival. “He will fight and take no thought of consequences because he 
has no recourse to either whites or Negroes for protection of his person. He is 
his own and only protection.”24 The editor of the city’s Louisiana Weekly 
grumbled that “Negroes who are willing to die rather than submit to the 
white man’s terror, are said to ‘run amuck.’ ” These men “are not ‘running 
amuck,’ but have chosen what they think to be the best way to defend them-
selves, hence, fighting it out is the better part of valor with them.”25 Local cops 
shot dozens of brutality victims when they offered even token resistance, 
though the threat to the policemen, which provided the legal justification for 
the use of preemptive force, was largely chimerical. Between the Thompson 
turmoil in 1932 and 1945, New Orleans cops killed twenty-two African 
American suspects, but no policemen died at the hands of an African 
American suspect. Nor was the pattern different in other Southern cities.26

Survivors of police brutality often responded after the fact, hoping to 
receive justice from the courts or at least discourage such conduct by exposing 
the rampant violence to public scrutiny. They filed complaints with prosecu-
tors and police superintendents, disclosed their mistreatment to their attor-
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neys, contacted civil rights organizations, testified during their trials, and 
reported the beatings to local newspapers. One local prison reform group 
received so many abuse complaints that the organization urged the district 
attorney to require the parish coroner to conduct physical examinations on 
“all prisoners signing confessions.”27 Similarly, a New Orleans civil liberties 
organization reported receiving stacks of such complaints each week.28 At 
the urging of defense attorneys and reformers, battered suspects frequently 
gathered testimony from witnesses, statements from relatives who saw their 
bruised, disfigured bodies, and affidavits from physicians who tended to their 
injuries. Victims also secured photographic evidence of their wounds.29 
During their trials, often the product of coerced confessions, many prisoners 
removed their shirts and displayed their mauled, maimed bodies to jurors 
and judges. The attorneys for Cornelius Brown and Louis Foley, for example, 
told the trial court judge and jurors that Lawrence Terrebonne and Willie 
Grosch had beaten them until they confessed to the 1937 shooting of a white 
shopkeeper. The lawyers then instructed “the two negroes strip to the waist 
and exhibit [the] scars and bruises on their backs, shoulders, and legs.”30 
Similarly, the relatives of African Americans who died in police custody or 
were fatally shot while fleeing or resisting New Orleans law enforcers 
obtained copies of autopsy reports and shared these files with district attor-
neys and newspapers. This evidence documented the abuse and exposed the 
“whitewash” that filled police accounts of the arrests and interrogations.31 
“The public,” an African American journalist groused, “however skeptical, 
cannot refute the evidence as offered by men’s bruised and scarred bodies.”32 
Simply put, the victims and relatives of police-brutality victims did not sub-
mit or suffer in silence.

A few survivors of vicious beatings found creative ways to support their 
allegations. On trial for burglary in 1940, forty-two-year-old Maurice Ruttman 
testified that detectives had bludgeoned him until he confessed. When the 
prosecutor claimed that his confession had been entirely “voluntary,” Ruttman’s 
attorney directed the judge to examine the confession statement more closely. 
The clever defendant had signed it “Maurice H. Duress Ruttman,” compelling 
A. D. Henriques to order the document “thrown out.”33

African American responses to surging police brutality assumed other 
forms as well. Many employed strategies to reduce their vulnerability. Some 
feigned cooperation as a form of risk aversion, manipulating patrolmen into 
viewing them as “good negroes” and hence shielding themselves from the 
“bad n-----” label and the suspicion, arrests, interrogations, and violence that 
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too often ensued. They provided information to beat cops, offered witness 
testimony, and even revealed the locations of suspects, thus ingratiating 
themselves to the police officers.34 “Good n-----s often secure protection,” a 
sociologist explained in 1940, “by voluntarily reporting to the police the pres-
ence of questionable strangers or lawless persons.”35 Nominal compliance 
with individual policemen occasionally yielded tangible benefits. On trial for 
murder and possessing an extensive criminal record, Milton Pierce, for exam-
ple, summoned Captain William Bell to testify as a character witness on his 
behalf. The officer told the court that the suspected killer “has never given 
me any trouble,” adding that “I have always known him to be a quiet negro.”36

African American New Orleanians, particularly women, occasionally 
confronted murderous cops in public settings. After Patrolman John Licali 
fatally shot twenty-nine-year-old Felton Robinson for making an ambiguous 
motion, the officer failed to find the weapon that the victim was supposedly 
grabbing. Licali and other cops scoured the Robinson home in search of the 
imaginary gun that would corroborate the cop’s self-defense account. As 
policemen and neighborhood women crowded into the Robinson’s living 
room, the victim’s sister-in-law asked, “Which one of you shot him?” 
Embarrassed and seemingly cowed, Licali and the other cops abruptly fled 
from the house.37 Such conduct did not reduce brutality, but it represented 
another way in which the African American community refused to submit 
passively or silently.

As brutality complaints and killings skyrocketed, African American com-
munity leaders and community activists acknowledged the futility of these 
individual efforts and urged more collective, strident protest, calling for mass 
meetings to demand accountability, justice, and reform. Between the early 
1920s and the early 1930s, the police homicide rate climbed by nearly two-
thirds, and the number of brutality allegations and complaints swelled even 
faster.38 “Hardly a day passes but that some Negro man, falling into the toils 
of the law, has a story to tell of unnecessary man-handling on the part of the 
arresting officers,” an African American journalist lamented.39 Nonetheless, 
“as far as some white juries are concerned,” he thundered, “the killing of 
innocent Negroes by policemen is no graver an offense than killing a rat or 
an insect.” 40 In 1933, the editor of the Louisiana Weekly declared that “noth-
ing will be done until the Negroes get up and do something themselves” and 
issued a “call to arms.” 41 The president of a local civil rights organization 
concurred, conceding that “there is very little that anyone can do to curb 
such brutality other than protesting.” 42 Shortly after William Drewes shot 
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Willie Gray, one community leader called on local ministers “to arouse Race 
members in a definite manner and to build up public sentiment against 
increasing police brutality.” 43

The tidal wave of police violence transformed African American activism 
in interwar New Orleans and throughout the South. Demands for protest 
redefined the local branch of the NAACP, for example. From its 1915 found-
ing until the late 1930s, the organization had been cautious, its presidents 
reluctant to criticize city officials. Elite, high-born Creole leaders, anxious to 
preserve their ties to the white power structure, refrained from confronting 
municipal officials and hence reacted tepidly to police-brutality cases.44 
Again and again, African American New Orleanians complained that the 
president of the local chapter dismissed demands for concerted action. 
Instead, he chided them for making such requests unless they were dues-
paying members.45 The chapter president also refused to investigate brutality 
complaints if victims had prison records, determining that only allegations 
from the most sympathetic, nonthreatening suspects would be considered.46 
One African American editor became so incensed that he termed the New 
Orleans chapter “dormant.” 47 Complaints poured into NAACP national 
headquarters. This hue and cry spearheaded the emergence of younger, more 
radical leaders, and, by the end of the decade, the chapter became a forceful 
critic of municipal law enforcement.48

Demands for police reform grew louder and more insistent, sparking a sea 
change in African American activism and the civil rights movement in New 
Orleans. Allegations of “rampant” police brutality unified the local com-
munity across class lines and generational lines.49 In response to the shooting 
of Willie Gray and similar cases, religious leaders became especially active. 
Such violence ignited mass protest gatherings, and calls for police reform 
became more frequent and more difficult for city officials and police authori-
ties to ignore.

White New Orleanians reacted to allegations of racialized policing and 
systemic brutality in divergent ways. A tiny group of activists consistently 
voiced outrage and joined forces with African American civil rights leaders 
in protest. Harold N. Lee, a philosophy professor at Tulane University, 
became the most irascible and visible white critic of police brutality. The 
Ohio-born scholar established the Louisiana League for the Preservation of 
Constitutional Rights in 1937 and led the organization through the interwar 
era. Mirroring the wider civil rights movement in the city, Lee became an 
increasingly committed to exposing and denouncing police violence.
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From its inception, the Louisiana League had condemned police brutality, 
charging that local cops “willfully disregarded” core “provisions of the 
Constitution of Louisiana and the constitution of the United States.”50 But 
early on, the organization took a cautious approach. Although Lee chal-
lenged the use of third-degree interrogation methods, he focused the League’s 
efforts on “educational activities,” informing the press and city officials about 
complaints that police officers routinely violated the civil liberties of African 
American residents and employed illegal, constitutionally prohibited arrest 
procedures and interrogation methods.51 He also urged the superintendent 
and the district attorney to investigate abuse allegations and discourage 
detectives from using coercion to extract confessions. But Lee avoided con-
frontational clashes with city leaders, and the League initially excluded 
African American New Orleanians.52

By the end of the decade, however, the philosophy professor waged a more 
combative campaign against racialized policing. Jettisoning his previous 
respectful, almost lawyerly tone, he launched piercing denunciations of the 
“flagrant use of arbitrary and dictatorial methods by the police” against 
African American New Orleanians and asserted that the behavior of detec-
tives “is closely parallel to the way Fascism arose in Italy and Germany.”53 
Frustrated by city officials’ unwillingness to rein in sadistic cops, Lee 
employed increasingly incendiary strategies, exploiting political fights to 
intensify the pressure on municipal officials. New Orleans mayors had long 
battled with state leaders over patronage jobs on the docks, and the League 
began to report brutality cases to the governor and attorney general, urging 
them to investigate abuse complaints in order to embarrass city officials and 
undermine their political authority in Baton Rouge. Similarly, Lee revealed 
police abuses to Department of Justice officials as Washington policymakers 
bickered with New Orleans politicians about New Deal projects, specifically 
control over federal funds and the jobs that they generated. He urged the 
Civil Liberties Division of the DOJ, for example, to scrutinize municipal law 
enforcement practices and “prosecute” violent cops “under federal laws.”54 
Unabashed about his motives, Lee explained, “I think we are now in a posi-
tion to make the police in New Orleans more or less acutely uncomfortable 
on the score of brutality and illegal arrests” and argued that “we have them 
on the run through two channels, the State Attorney’s office and the Federal 
authorities. Both of these channels are easily available to us now because the 
political scandals have so greatly stirred everything up.”55
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But Lee persuaded few city officials or white New Orleanians and became 
a pariah. Mayors and police superintendents typically ignored his demands, 
and hate mail poured into the reformer and his organization. Some included 
threats, unmistakably invoking the language and methods of Willie Grosch. 
One unsigned, handwritten 1939 letter addressed to “N----- Loving Harold 
Lee,” for instance, began with, “If ever there was a man that needed the living 
Hell beat out of him, that man is you—And let me warn you that one more 
crack out of you in regard to all this (n-----) protection, we’ll run you out of 
this city.” The writer advised Lee that “we better not hear another word from 
you, one way or another, in regard to (n-----s) or we will take you out for a ride 
+ I’ll guarantee you’ll never mention (n-----s) again.”56 Membership in Lee’s 
League peaked in 1940 at just 271 in a city with half a million residents and 
a well-documented reputation for police violence.57

Some labor organizations vociferously protested police brutality against 
African American residents as well. The United Transport Workers, the 
National Maritime Union, Workers Alliance Association, and the Congress 
of Industrial Organizations were reliable allies of civil rights activists, as was 
the International Labor Defense division of the Communist Party, though 
these were smaller groups locally and perceived in New Orleans’s white com-
munity as disreputable extremists. City officials most often ignored such 
critics but sometimes explicitly mentioned them in order to discredit police 
detractors and enhance white solidarity with law enforcers and support for 
their methods.58

Women’s and child-welfare organizations also occasionally partnered 
with the African American community, Lee’s League, and labor unions to 
protest police brutality. These alliances, which bridged racial and class divi-
sions, however, tended to be fragile, short-lived, and formed only when spe-
cific reform interests “converged” with calls for racial justice.59 Elite white 
activists mainly joined anti-brutality protests when cops targeted and beat 
very young suspects, and they were always quick to qualify their support, 
emphasizing that they objected to the mistreatment of children rather than 
to aggressive, violent police methods in general. “Negroes and whites are 
interested” in the Willie Gray beating and shooting, Susan Gillean, the forty-
nine-year-old executive secretary of the Children’s Bureau of the Louisiana 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children indicated, “because they 
see trouble ahead for all youths unless the police are put under such pressure 
as to bring to a stop their uncalled for brutality.” 60 Reacting to another police 
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assault on a child, she insisted that the “third degree is barbarous enough 
when it is used on grown men, but when children are clubbed, slapped, 
beaten with hose and wire, it is time that something be done.” 61 Explaining 
her organization’s enthusiastic participation in protests against Willie Gray’s 
assaulter, she explained that “in this instance racial barriers are forgotten.” 62 
Another reformer offered a similar parsing, declaring that the abuse allega-
tion “is not a question of color in this case but the protection of the youth of 
our city.” 63 White reformers demanded the humane treatment of children, 
not racial equality or the end of racialized, violent law enforcement.

Despite their conditional, selective criticism of police brutality, white 
women often voiced the most pointed, searing attacks on violent cops and 
their apologists. Racial convention encouraged African American activists to 
remain respectful, though their occasional allies in the battle felt no such 
constraints and tore into the city and police officials who justified police 
violence against children. One elite white reformer, for instance, responded 
to Superintendent George Reyer’s elision of a sixteen-year-old African 
American abuse victim with a confessed rapist by denouncing his transparent 
effort “to becloud the real issue in the case of Willie Gray, the brutal beating 
and shooting of the boy.” Reyer, Susan Gillean roared, was “drawing a red 
herring across the trail” to protect his vicious detectives.64 The fierce child 
advocate warned Superintendent Reyer after yet another incidence of horrific 
abuse against an African American child that “I hope that there will be no 
whitewashing of the police in this case.” 65

But interracial alliances were rare and fleeting, and even when the victims 
were children, white reformers sometimes failed to harness their racial sensi-
bilities and dismissed or minimized the brutal beatings of African American 
teenagers. Mrs. F. I. Williams, the child-welfare chair of the Orleans Parish 
League of Women Voters, for example, rallied to the defense of the detectives 
who battered an innocent fifteen-year-old African American, arguing “the 
boy appeared older” and implying that all African Americans were criminal 
predators. As a consequence of his race, his brutality claim constituted “much 
ado about nothing.” 66

Local religious leaders divided along similar lines. African American pas-
tors often organized and led protests against endemic police brutality, and 
the white ministers of small, racially progressive churches frequently joined 
their colleagues to challenge beatings and shootings. New Orleans’s religious 
establishment, however, demonstrated less interest.67 In a city with an over-
whelmingly Roman Catholic white population, the local archbishop 
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remained silent on the matter and ignored efforts to enlist him in protests. 
Archbishop Joseph Francis Rummel, for example, did not even acknowledge 
his fellow clergymen’s petition to investigate Detective Drewes’s 1936 shoot-
ing of sixteen-year-old Willie Gray.68

Most white New Orleanians either shared Rummel’s indifference or 
hailed aggressive, racialized policing, believing that cops had to possess wide 
discretion to preserve public safety. They seldom criticized the mistreatment 
of African American residents and usually applauded police methods to 
combat crime, credited aggressive, unrestrained tactics with reducing vio-
lence, and heaped praise on the city’s most brutal detectives as the guardians 
of law and order. In a 1938 editorial in the New Orleans States expressing 
support for the cops who coerced confessions from violent criminals, the 
writer captured white public opinion. “Of course, the police should not use 
brutality, even when dealing with such brutal and inhuman young toughs,” 
the journalist averred, yet “nor should murderous thugs be treated with 
cream puffs and lollipops. But, whatever methods they use, we note that 
Superintendent Reyer and Chief Grosch have pretty well broken up major 
crime in this city.” 69 Another white writer argued that cops must be afforded 
wide discretion “to maintain order,” and “Department and city officials, and 
public sentiment, will support policemen who are compelled to kill in the 
line of duty.”70

White New Orleanians openly and unapologetically defended violent, 
even deadly racialized policing. In one of the most egregious cases of the era, 
where two detectives beat and battered an innocent thirteen-year-old until he 
signed a confession, a white New Orleanian interrupted the court hearing and 
declared “it is an outrage to prosecute two white men for beating a ‘N-----.’ ”71 
The homeowner whose house was burglarized in this case, expressed only 
gratitude to the detectives, though the young suspect they coerced into con-
fessing was not the thief. W. E. Gilthorpe, a twenty-nine-year-old white cus-
toms official, told a reporter, “I appreciate the efficiency of Detectives Thomas 
Whalen and Louis Martinez in trying to incarcerate the offenders.”72 In an 
exposé to the Department of Justice, Harold Lee recounted the comments of 
grand jurors in one instance of “flagrant abuse of police power.” During the 
court hearing, they announced that “this was case of a policeman shooting a 
‘n-----,’ and that was all right.”73 Again and again, in editorials, letters to the 
editor, courtroom testimony, private correspondence, and elections white 
New Orleanians affirmed their support for aggressive, violent, racialized polic-
ing, insisting that African Americans were so dangerous that, as a group, they 
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should not be protected by constitutional safeguards or legal constraints on 
law enforcers. “The due process principle,” Harold Lee lamented in 1939, “is an 
empty farce where the third degree is used.”74 Especially for New Orleans’s top 
cops and prosecutors, safeguarding public safety trumped civil liberties, a 
stance that became an article of pride for them.

Other cops, particularly the veteran detectives who committed the most 
extreme violence against African American suspects, shared this view and 
followed Grosch’s lead, certain that white residents endorsed and demanded 
racialized policing. Local policemen insisted that their methods reflected the 
desires and served the interests of the city’s white residents. According to one 
New Orleans law enforcer, “the policeman is simply the channel of the gen-
eral white hostility against the Negro.” The cop told a sociologist that the 
“police behave toward Negroes the ways they think white New Orleanians 
expect them to behave.”

Contemporary ethnographers of the region offered similar interpreta-
tions, though they emphasized that voter suppression undergirded this view. 
According to a 1940 study of Southern law enforcement, “an ordinary police-
man has no conception of democracy, justice, or even law and order. 
(Democracy means white voters going to a democratic primary, while justice 
is the process by which white people keep the country safe from n-----s, com-
munists, and other dangerous people.)”75 Another interwar scholar reached 
the same conclusion. “Police officers and court officials,” he wrote, “merely 
point to local values and prevailing practices; they know they are the public 
agents of the dominant element in the community—and the smaller the 
number of people in this ‘dominant element’ and the more completely race 
and class groups are excluded from responsible participation in community 
affairs, the more certain will be mass arrests, police brutality, short trials, 
chain gang sentences, and third degree confessions.”76

Both Grosch’s enduring popularity among white New Orleanians and 
district attorney Eugene Stanley’s landslide election and reelection victories 
underscored the link between racialized policing and the disfranchisement 
of African American residents. A reliable supporter of abusive, violent cops, 
Stanley repeatedly warned white residents of the necessity for preserving 
racial barriers to voting to safeguard social stability; permitting African 
Americans to cast ballots “threatened [the] destruction of white suprem-
acy.”77 Police brutality and voter suppression worked hand in glove. Between 
1920 and 1940, the number of African Americans registered to vote plunged 
by 77.3 percent, and the proportion of African American voters tumbled by 
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88.8 percent. During the same span, the number of these residents killed by 
the police climbed by 100 percent. On the eve of World War II, African 
American residents comprised 30.3 percent of the city’s population but 0.37 
percent of eligible voters and 75 percent of police homicide victims.

In this political climate, and fanned by the inflammatory rhetoric of influ-
ential officials, racialized policing buttressed white support for local cops. 
When detectives pursued racialized law enforcement methods, such as 
extracting confessions from African American suspects and shooting “suspi-
cious and dangerous characters,” whites felt safer, and thus voters ceded 
greater discretion and legitimacy to local cops. Believing that African 
American predators “infested” the city, white New Orleanians argued that 
these residents, as a group, jeopardized social order and therefore “surren-
dered the civil liberties” enjoyed by other Americans.78 To the horror of civil 
rights activists, especially Harold Lee, white city dwellers believed that 
African American residents could and should be denied constitutional pro-
tections in the name of law and order. There was no contradiction between 
racialized policing and the rule of law. To the contrary, preserving law and 
order dictated that political and civil rights could not be extended to African 
American residents. Legal constraints on law enforcement must be selectively 
ignored. In 1938, the Louisiana legislature explicitly endorsed this view, vot-
ing 99–0 to “support” John Grosch’s methods.79

In short, white New Orleanians overwhelming considered racialized 
policing, including brutality and the preemptive use of lethal force, legiti-
mate and necessary because African Americans posed a dire threat to their 
definitions of social stability and law and order. The effects of this attitude 
were self-sustaining. As cop violence increasingly targeted African American 
residents, white residents, largely shielded from such law enforcement prac-
tices, believed that “their” police operated in appropriate, entirely lawful 
ways.80 In their experience, cops, even the Grosch brothers, were fair, reason-
able, dedicated to preserving law and order, and committed to the public 
good—or at least their conception of the public good. They did not fear local 
detectives or tremble when cops approached them.81 Nor did they associate 
precinct houses with sadistic violence. And New Orleans cops did not per-
ceive their ambiguous movements to be menacing and rarely used deadly 
force in response to furtive motions from white residents. Thus, police con-
duct seemed increasingly legitimate and professional in the eyes of most 
white residents just as it became increasingly contaminated by racism and 
brutality for African American New Orleanians. In the interwar South, 
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municipal cops faithfully served the public interest in the minds of whites 
because these city dwellers defined the “public” and the “public good” in 
racial terms.

Some early twentieth-century observers, however, maintained that “law-
abiding white citizens” tolerated violent law enforcement because they were 
“unaware” of the widespread “brutality to Negroes.”82 But such ignorance 
was unlikely. Cops too often bragged about their mistreatment of African 
American suspects, and white newspapers provided copious coverage of 
police homicides, including Willie Grosch’s executions on the Air-Line 
Highway, acts that typically elicited approval from white commentators, who 
expressed gratitude to the detectives responsible for eliminating murderers 
and rapists. Newspapers also reported brutality allegations, especially when 
African American killers appealed their convictions and charged that John 
Grosch’s detectives had beaten them into signing confessions. “Almost daily,” 
a New Orleans editor noted, “stories and horrible examples of what physical 
brutality the sworn protectors of the law wreak upon hapless, helpless indi-
viduals are brought before the public.”83

To be sure, white newspapers routinely provided sanitized descriptions of 
police brutality, highlighting suspects’ perceived provocations. Crime-beat 
reporters emphasized African American resistance and dangerous conduct, 
particularly attempts to reach for weapons that did not exist, and the heroic 
efforts of tough cops. Invoking the explanations offered by violent interroga-
tors, white journalists frequently explained that the brutalized suspects were 
either guilty or hardened criminals, hence justifying their rough treatment. 
Such “whitewashed” accounts of police violence usually neglected to men-
tion that abuse victims were unarmed, handcuffed, and compliant when 
detectives slugged them, hammered them with the butts of guns and metal 
pipes, or shot them. An African American newspaper observed that “one 
black man after another may be killed or maimed for life by the police, but 
when the story of the incident reached the [white] newspapers, the black man 
was always ‘resisting arrest’ or opening him-self [sic] up in some other way to 
what he received.”84 In one New Orleans police homicide, white newspaper 
reports emphasized that the cop killed a predator trying to enter a white 
woman’s bedroom late at night after the prowler ignored his command to 
“halt.”85 The city’s African American newspaper, by contrast, indicated that 
the policeman shot the suspect with his arms raised from a distance of less 
than ten feet. The Louisiana Weekly added that, according to a witness, “the 
boy was shot down like a rat.”86 Similarly, white newspapers ordinarily dis-
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cussed forensic evidence only when it supported the prevailing, racialized 
narrative, neglecting to mention autopsies that revealed that fleeing felons 
had been shot in the face from close range and omitting photographic evi-
dence documenting brutal beatings. But even if white newspaper accounts 
cast violent cops in sympathetic, courageous terms, allegations of police vio-
lence were frequent.

For their part, New Orleans law enforcers buttressed the selective report-
ing and typically insisted that they employed no violent methods, making it 
easier—or merely more convenient—for white journalists and residents to 
dismiss abuse allegations as fabricated. Police responses to complaints, how-
ever, frequently rejected charges in baldly transparent ways. The ritual for 
discrediting brutality allegations entailed parading into the courtroom every 
cop in the precinct or on the patrol shift to testify that no such beatings or 
shootings had occurred. Another variation relied on desk sergeants gathering 
statements from dozens of police officers who offered alternate explanations 
for abuse victims’ welts, missing teeth, broken jaws, fractured ribs, and swol-
len genitals, claiming that clumsy or inebriated suspects had merely tripped 
and fallen at crime scenes or in station-house cells. One after another, cops 
often described the causes of the injuries with the exact same language, mak-
ing little effort to formulate believable accounts. Found dead in a holding cell 
in the 7th precinct in 1938, Aaron Boyd’s body bore unmistakable evidence 
of a severe beating, his abdomen grotesquely bruised. The coroner attributed 
the death to “hemorrhage and shock following rupture of liver” and  
noted the sea of contusions on Boyd’s torso.87 Police officers, however, testi-
fied that the thirty-nine-year-old robbery suspect “fell from a back fence in 
the yard of his home,” landing awkwardly on a tree stump.88 Crime-scene 
photographs contradicted this explanation, and the officers’ formal state-
ments were “identical in grammatical construction.”89

Police authorities, such as New Orleans’s Superintendent Reyer, insisted 
that their departments did not permit third-degree methods or other violent 
practices, reinforcing white residents’ inclinations to overlook the broken 
bodies, detailed medical reports, corpses, witness testimony, and photographs 
that exposed the absurdity of such assertions. Again and again, Reyer and his 
counterparts throughout the region denied that their detectives extracted 
confessions with beatings and threats. “The third degree,” Reyer bellowed in 
1931, “is not permitted in the New Orleans police department,” a claim he 
often repeated.90 In 1939, after John Grosch boasted to the Rotary Club that 
he relied on this interrogation technique, Reyer stated, unequivocally, that 
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“no type of third degree methods are used by the New Orleans police 
department.”91

Grosch himself offered contradictory explanations, denying, justifying, 
and “championing” his violent methods.92 Most often, he contended that 
vicious criminals fabricated the charges. The “worst offenders” and most 
“notorious” predators, he argued, filed such complaints. “They will all claim 
third-degree in their last hope of beating the penitentiary.”93 Grosch even 
provided explanations for the shattered bones, contusions, and other injuries 
that blanketed the bodies of suspects shortly after detectives interrogated 
them. The prisoners, he reported in discounting one affidavit, “inflicted 
bruises upon themselves in an effort to divert public indignation from them-
selves to police.” In another case, Grosch told a grand jury that “defendants 
voluntarily exchanged blows with each other for the purpose of presenting 
‘physical evidence’ that they were beaten up by police.”94 In responding to 
other brutality allegations, however, Grosch boasted that he bludgeoned 
suspects, knocked out their teeth with the butt of his service revolver, and 
threatened to kill them to compel them to confess to their vicious predations. 
During his Rotary Club speech, the chief gloated about his tough methods, 
emphasizing that he only beat and battered hardened criminals and those 
guilty of committing violent offenses. These practices, he argued, “curbed” 
crime, justifying their use.95

District attorneys also typically denied that cops mauled suspects, even as 
they confronted evidence to the contrary in hearings, case files, medical 
records, depositions, and criminal trials. Eugene Stanley blithely dismissed 
brutality allegations, including courtroom testimony and affidavits from 
survivors who claimed they had been beaten in his office, sometimes in his 
presence. Stanley’s successor as the parish prosecutor, Charles Byrne, issued 
the same blanket denials, as did the assistant district attorneys they super-
vised. Others in the criminal justice system routinely ignored the abundant, 
irrefutable evidence of police brutality toward African American suspects as 
well, reinforcing the pervasive white belief that cops either did not mistreat 
prisoners or that such actions, if they did occur, were justified and effective. 
Judges, “in nearly all cases,” admitted forced confessions into evidence, and 
jurors deferred to the testimony of white detectives and signed confessions 
and discounted conflicting complaints, testimony, and forensic evidence.96 
The “fictitious rubber hose,” a Memphis judge grumbled in 1932, “has gotten 
too many men out of the penitentiary.”97 In describing one especially shock-
ing New Orleans brutality case, Harold Lee revealed to a Justice Department 
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official that the “District Attorney took the attitude that it was just the case 
of a white policeman’s word against a Negro’s word, and that they could not 
believe a Negro. That was in spite of the fact that corroborating circumstan-
tial evidence favors the Negro’s story.”98

Detectives and other criminal justice officials also conspired to restrict 
white residents’ direct exposure to the violence, not to hide the brutality as 
much as to conceal the details. Cops and prosecutors believed that “respect-
able” New Orleanians supported aggressive, racialized policing but nonethe-
less schemed to prevent whites from observing the beatings and summary 
executions. Even if ordinary white residents applauded John Grosch’s meth-
ods, cops feared that some of their practices could prove disturbing. Detectives 
might have been celebrated as heroes and staunch defenders of law and order 
when they killed suspected African American murderers and rapists, though 
law enforcers were less confident about disclosing that they had sodomized 
prisoners with heated stove pokers to extract confessions or shot terrified, 
unarmed, innocent teenagers in the back. Willie Grosch and Lawrence 
Terrebonne, for instance, boasted about eliminating dangerous predators yet 
neglected to disclose that they shot handcuffed suspects and claimed self-
defense or that they fired bullets into the bodies of children suspected of 
stealing bicycles.99 Therefore, brutality migrated to “safe,” restricted interro-
gation rooms and isolated stretches of the Air-Line Highway.100

Cops employed other methods to hide the details about their efforts to 
protect white New Orleanians as well. Precinct commanders kept brutalized 
suspects “on ice,” preventing relatives and friends from seeing their battered 
bodies until “wounds healed of their own accord.”101 Police investigators also 
refrained from taking the statements of white witnesses of beatings. The two 
sailors who watched William Drewes twist sixteen-year-old Willie Gray’s arm 
visited the neighborhood police station to make formal statements, for exam-
ple, but were sent away without reporting their observations.102 Harold Lee 
repeatedly bemoaned that police investigators refused to interview or depose 
white witnesses and that they threatened whites who corroborated victims’ 
accounts of their mistreatment.103 Other criminal justice officials attempted 
to conceal the details of interrogations and shootings as well. The parish coro-
ner, for example, established a policy preventing private physicians from treat-
ing prisoners confined in local precinct houses or the parish jail.104

Police investigators also refused to interview or take testimony from 
African American witnesses of police brutality. Crime-scene reports of  
police homicides rarely included any statements from African American 
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bystanders, even when the violence erupted in crowded African American 
neighborhoods. Police officers rebuffed, harassed, and threatened African 
American witnesses who tried to share their observations.105 Nor did prose-
cutors depose African American witnesses, some of whom made dogged 
efforts to report the events occurring in their presence.

David Ellis’s ordeal in 1943 echoed the experiences of many African 
American New Orleanians when they witnessed horrific police brutality. 
Their efforts also underscored their vulnerability to police violence. At 5:45 
p.m. on February 4, the fifty-two-year-old housepainter watched in horror as 
Philip Engelbracht, a forty-nine-year-old city patrolman, murdered 
Gladstone Crosier on Rampart Street. “Crozier [sic] was shot in cold blood 
and killed without a chance. I saw it all,” Ellis told a newspaper reporter and 
local civil rights organizations. Shortly before Engelbracht’s revolver dis-
charged, Ellis observed the policeman beating the African American laborer 
and heard him scowl, “You want to be smart n-----? I’ll show you something.” 
A moment later, the weapon fired, and Crosier crumbled to the ground, 
blood gushing from his skull.106 The officer’s formal police report relied on 
the formulaic self-defense justification, stating that the twenty-nine-year-old 
suspect was inebriated, attacked Engelbracht, “threw him” to the ground, 
and “grabbed his holster and gun.” Fighting for his life, the cop regained 
control of his Colt 38 caliber revolver and squeezed the trigger, the “bullet 
striking the negro in the right side of the head.”107 When police detectives 
flooded the area to investigate the shooting, Ellis stepped forward and indi-
cated that he had witnessed the scuffle and would make a statement. Not 
only did the investigators refuse to take his testimony, but “one plain clothes-
man [i.e., detective] threatened me publicly and said he’d take out his gun 
and shoot me on the spot. And another said ‘that big n----- is gonna cause us 
trouble.’ He’d better keep quiet or he’ll be just like the other one (meaning 
Crozier).” When Ellis “did not run away,” the harassment intensified. 
Detectives began following him in their vehicles, confronting him on the 
street, and reminding him “to keep my mouth shut.” Detectives also “accosted 
him” and “warned that he better keep his mouth shut,” compelling the 
housepainter to move his family out of the area.108 Neither the police nor the 
district attorney, to whom he had also offered to testify, interviewed Ellis, 
and police authorities and the parish prosecutor exonerated Engelbracht 
within hours of the shooting, the standard procedure in such homicides.

Taken together, these practices and strategies—cops’ self-serving arrest 
and shooting reports; police denials; fabricated, boiler-plate justifications; 
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criminal trials in which judges permitted the introduction of coerced confes-
sions; distorted newspapers accounts of arrests and court proceedings; along 
with a lattice of protocols that prevented victims’ relatives and defense attor-
neys from seeing abused suspects, precluded private physicians from treating 
prisoners, discouraged whites from providing testimony at odds with sani-
tized cops’ formal accounts of their violent encounters with African 
American suspects, forbade African American witnesses from making  
formal statements, and criminalized public criticism of police methods—
enabled white New Orleanians to remain unbothered by allegations of police 
violence, willfully oblivious to such practices, supportive of aggressive law 
enforcers, and hence indirectly complicit in the endemic, increasingly nor-
malized, racialized brutality committed on their behalf. Evidence abounded, 
hidden within plain sight.

Obvious dissembling enraged defense attorneys but proved convincing to 
New Orleans prosecutors, jurors, and judges, all of them white, and bolstered 
Manichaean constructions of race and criminality. Brutal cops in other cities 
employed corresponding, thinly disguised forms of deception and found 
their supervisors, criminal-court judges, and white residents equally inclined 
to accept wildly implausible descriptions and justifications. Memphis’s police 
chief Joe Boyle, for example, deferred to detectives’ testimony that thirty-
five-year-old James Gray, a suspected shoplifter, sustained a “head wound” 
during his 1941 interrogation when he “ran headlong into a concrete pillar,” 
ruling “I am convinced the officers did not lay a hand on him.”109 In a similar 
case, Memphis detectives explained that a thirty-year-old robbery suspect 
sustained a fatal head injury when he “fell into a radiator” during the inter-
rogation session.110 The routine, casual ways in which criminal justice offi-
cials, jurors, and white newspaper readers ignored blatant forensic evidence 
of extreme brutality reflected white Southerners’ willingness to accept racial-
ized, violent law enforcement practices.

White New Orleanians and white Southerners benefitted culturally and 
legally. Cops’ brutality reinforced their inclination to perceive violence as a 
distinctly African American behavior, and thus the aggressive treatment of 
African American suspects became necessary, justified, and legitimate. 
Understanding crime in racial terms buttressed their notions of white 
supremacy; white society consisted of civilized, law-abiding citizens, while 
barbaric, savage, criminals filled the African American community. As a 
result, disregarding the constitutional protections or civil liberties of African 
American residents was not troubling, inappropriate, or at odds with the rule 
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of law, and coercing confessions from such threats to public safety and 
empowering cops to employ preemptive deadly force against them merely 
safeguarded respectable citizens and the constitutional order.

As white officials, particularly those at the helm of legal institutions, 
exploited this view, white violent crime and white criminals disappeared 
from public view, making the prophecy of racialized criminality self- 
fulfilling. Social-scientific research confirmed the connection between crime 
and race. Racial disparities in criminal justice skyrocketed during the inter-
war period. Prosecutors increasingly dismissed charges against white killers, 
and grand jurors returned “no bill” verdicts against white suspects. 
Conviction trends seemed to provide definitive evidence that criminals were 
African American—and that African Americans were criminals. During the  
1920s and 1930s, the white homicide conviction rate in New Orleans 
contracted slightly, while the African American rate ballooned, climbing by 
98.4 percent. Racialized interrogation methods to extract confessions and 
the use of unconstitutional plea-bargaining arrangements with African 
American suspects contributed to rapidly widening gaps in convictions, 
incarcerations, and executions.111 During the 1930s, the death penalty became 
an exclusively African American punishment in New Orleans, adding  
weight to the popular view that vicious murderers were African American. 
Between 1920 and 1930, white residents made up 60 percent of the killers sent 
to the gallows. But from 1931 until 1945, African Americans comprised 
87.5 percent of those executed—and 100 percent after 1933. The proportion of 
homicides committed by African American residents, however, changed lit-
tle during this era, the stark pivot reflecting shifts in criminal justice rather 
than crime.

These distortions and institutional biases reinforced one another, and 
white crime and white criminals became increasingly invisible. Between the 
early 1920s and the early 1940s, the percentage of homicide cases in which 
white defendants went to trial plunged, dropping by 56.1 percent—from 53.1 
percent of court proceedings to 23.3 percent. During the same span, the pro-
portion of homicide trials with African American defendants mushroomed. 
By the World War II years, nearly four-fifths of killers appearing in Orleans 
Parish courtrooms were African American. As a consequence, newspaper 
coverage of murder trials seemed to document a white racial frame in which 
African Americans were criminals, and criminals were African American.112 
The cumulative impact of Jim Crow policing powerfully reinforced racial 
stereotypes, further magnifying disparities in criminal justice.
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When white suspects and defendants disappeared from the courts, from 
newspaper reports of murders and homicide trials, from the public view, 
from the Angola State Penal Farm, and from death row, the elision of vio-
lence and race hardened. Biases in arrests, indictments, convictions, plea-
bargaining practices, and capital punishment produced seemingly irrefutable 
confirmation for the notion that cops needed and deserved wide discretion 
in combatting this threat and that racially disparate criminal justice was 
justified.113 Perceiving themselves as peaceful and law-abiding, white New 
Orleanians, and whites throughout the region, celebrated their cultural supe-
riority, extolled their commitment to the rule of law, and embraced police 
methods of protecting them from natural-born—African American— 
murderers, rapists, and bandits. White legal privilege and white supremacy 
worked in unison.114

Though hardly new, these views became institutionalized and more pro-
nounced, redounding to the benefit of violent cops. White New Orleanians 
and, according to ethnographers, white Southerners, ceded the task of racial 
control to the police and then supported their aggressive crime-fighting 
methods, confident that law enforcers would continue to employ these prac-
tices only to serve the interests of law-abiding citizens—that is, against 
African Americans. Cops, rather than white civilians and vigilantes, assumed 
responsibility for preserving white supremacy. In New Orleans, the propor-
tion of white-on-Black killings—the ultimate expression of racial  
dominance—committed by the police nearly doubled.

In this political and racial environment, challenges to police efforts 
endangered public safety and could not be tolerated. African American 
resistance to police methods had to be harnessed or crushed. Cops defended 
aggressive policing, and city officials, including police administrators, 
insisted that protest in all forms jeopardized social stability. Both reflecting 
and reinforcing this view, African American demonstrations against police 
brutality triggered an explosive response from city officials and cops. 
Superintendent Reyer’s pledge to ban ministers from organizing protest gath-
erings was typical. Such mass meetings promised to hamstring the police, 
embolden African American criminals, and undermine law and order. Like 
defense attorneys, civil rights activists, according to top cops, used com-
plaints against abusive cops and protest meetings to bind the hands of police 
officers and hence risked unleashing racial turmoil. Policies forbidding pro-
test and the accompanying repression, however, failed to dampen African 
American demands for police reform and racial justice.
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The mayor, police superintendent, and of course John Grosch defined their 
mandate in capacious terms and instructed detectives to respond forcefully to 
any effort to foment racial disorder. They not only encouraged the aggressive 
treatment of African American suspects but also used this law-and-order 
approach to threaten, arrest, and beat white radicals. Racialized perceptions 
reshaped white attitudes toward political dissent in the city, and by the late 
1930s, cops harassed and brutalized labor organizers, insisting that these “agita-
tors” sought to undermine the racial order. CIO representatives became par-
ticular targets (and victims) of Grosch’s detectives under the banner of main-
taining white dominance. Cops arrested, threatened, and attacked union 
members, charging that white CIO organizers intended to foment social chaos 
“by preaching that negroes are the equals of white men” and entitled to “their 
rights.”115 According to Grosch, the CIO conducted “a campaign of agitation 
among Negroes and stirring up strife.” Nor was he the only police official 
embracing this belief. Joe Boyle, Memphis’s top cop, insisted that “encouraged 
by foreign Communist agitators, a young element of the negroes has become 
insolent, reaching a point where their restraint is necessary.” This “menace will 
be stopped,” Boyle vowed, and he assigned policemen to all “street cars, buses, 
and trackless trolleys to ‘protect the rights of white passengers.’ ”116

New Orleans’s John Grosch unleashed his brother to deploy the methods 
hitherto reserved for African American crime suspects. In 1938, Willie 
Grosch beat up a white CIO organizer, ferried him to the detective’s favorite 
execution spot on the Air-Line Highway, held a gun to Bert Nelson’s head, 
and growled “if we ever see you within 50 miles of New Orleans, we’ll kill 
you.”117 To protect white New Orleanians and preserve racial stability, John 
Grosch pledged to drive radicals from the city.118

Louisiana legislators endorsed Grosch’s methods and expansive view of 
racial stability, agreeing that “Communists and reds” imperiled white 
supremacy and unanimously voting in support of a resolution urging the 
New Orleans detective chief to maintain his unflinching efforts. “Unless 
drastic steps are taken at once,” their formal resolution asserted, “white 
supremacy will be endangered.”119 In short, white support, including the 
explicit approval of Louisiana’s state legislature, for preserving the racial 
order became increasingly open-ended, justifying police brutality in response 
to any form of resistance, from fleeing suspects and mass protest staged by 
local ministers to political dissent, for only fierce law enforcement measures 
could safeguard white supremacy and law and racial order. As resistance and 
protests intensified, so too did police brutality and repression. Criticism of 
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police brutality and a violent backlash from cops fed one another in the Jim 
Crow South.120

• • •

Police brutality generated determined resistance from African American 
residents in the region, who refused to submit to beatings, but their protests 
also ignited a backlash, leading municipal officials and top cops to defend 
and justify racialized policing in the service of law and order. In turn, most 
Southern whites expressed gratitude and support for unyielding law enforc-
ers. Brutality begot protest, and protest fueled explicit justifications and 
greater, more expansive police violence.

But the panoply of racialized policing—beatings, coerced confessions, 
executions, and omnipresent vulnerability—deployed to produce submission 
had the opposite effect, provoking dogged, sustained resistance, mobilizing 
the African American community and energizing the city’s nascent civil 
rights movement. Resistance and opposition to police violence took myriad 
forms. Some residents nominally cooperated with patrolmen as risk aversion, 
manipulating beat cops into protecting them from suspicion and therefore 
shielding them from the Grosch brothers and other barbarous interrogators. 
Fully aware of the potential to be tortured, taken for “the ride,” and mur-
dered, many African American suspects fled from cops, escaping them when 
possible and actively resisting arrest if apprehended. Such efforts, however, 
often triggered even greater brutality from police detectives, who frequently 
responded with preemptive lethal force. Any resistance, by running or more 
actively preventing arrest, justified killing African American suspects and 
formed the basis for successful assertions of justified self-defense.

The victims of police brutality, such as Willie Gray, often had committed 
no unlawful acts or engaged in even vaguely suspicious behavior. Rather, cops 
hyper-scrutinized their activities because they were African American. This 
became the foundation of criminal justice in the age of Jim Crow. The major-
ity of victims were also unarmed, and the proportion of unarmed African 
American victims rose over time as police and white stereotypes of African 
Americans and crime merged and became institutionalized. Yet policemen 
murdered in purported self-defense and insisted that they performed their 
duties in full accordance with the rule of law. As Arthur Raper noted, “the 
law is white,” and maintaining public safety and law and order became 
euphemisms for preserving racial dominance.
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Community leaders, victims’ friends, relatives, and witnesses to such brutal-
ity, along with a small group of white civil rights activists, shone a bright light 
on police brutality, waged legal challenges against unlawful, unconstitutional 
criminal justice practices, and organized protests. But just as police violence 
sparked a backlash, so did such social justice campaigns. Ironically, any resist-
ance to police authority provided greater justification for police brutality in the 
name of law and order and generated more vehement white support for such 
aggressive, racialized law enforcement and greater police legitimacy.

Although local personalities and pressures shaped this process in New 
Orleans, comparable shifts occurred throughout the South during the inter-
war period. Early twentieth-century sociologists, ethnographers, legal schol-
ars, and investigative journalists charted parallel trends in other cities and 
states, documenting the racialization of police brutality, cop homicide, and 
criminal justice across the region.121 In 1940, the Pittsburgh Courier declared 
that such practices had become “common in all Southern cities” and con-
cluded that “police brutality—beatings, shootings, arrests on suspicion—
constitutes a form of lynching which is more menacing than a mob of citizens 
which openly lynch.”122

Police chiefs, elite detectives, and patrolmen throughout the urban South 
employed and celebrated policies, methods, and brutality that mirrored the 
practices and violence of the Grosch brothers. Levon Carlock’s 1933 execu-
tion in Memphis unfolded in ways virtually identical to those that poisoned 
race relations in New Orleans, for racialized, systemic police brutality in the 
Louisiana city was typical for the region. On February 24, patrolmen arrested 
the unemployed nineteen-year-old laborer, who had recently moved to the 
city from Mississippi. The policemen apprehended him as a “loiterer” and 
suspected Carlock of committing a series of recent assaults on white women, 
though the description of the predator was vague. The following day, one of 
the victims made a tentative identification of her attacker, conceding that she 
did not recognize him but “his voice” resembled that of the offender. 
According to the formal police report, Carlock “jerked loose” and ran, com-
pelling two patrolmen to fire one shot apiece at the fleeing criminal, killing 
him. Police investigators interviewed a dozen witnesses, all of them white, 
and concluded that the patrolmen had discharged their revolvers in the line 
of duty. Three days later, a coroner’s jury and the local prosecutor concurred, 
ruling the killing a “justifiable homicide” and exonerating the cops.123

But conflicting evidence abounded, as it did in New Orleans cases. African 
American and labor journalists interviewed African American witnesses, 
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who described the shooting as a “brutal murder.” They reported that six 
patrolmen handcuffed Carlock, forced him “into an alley, beat him and tor-
tured him, then shot him.” According to witnesses, the official file “attempted 
to whitewash their crime with the claim that he had tried to escape.”124 One 
bystander heard a policeman bellow “we are going to fix you tonight.” Then 
four officers “began beating him over the head with their clubs. They beat him 
so they broke his neck . . . his neck shook like a chickens [sic] neck when you 
break it,” and there were four or five shots fired into his body.125 Forensic 
evidence corroborated the witnesses’ accounts and contradicted the police 
narrative that they shot twice as he fled. The autopsy revealed that “four or 
five” bullets struck Carlock in the face, even though four policemen testified 
that the officers shot the suspect in the back as he tried to escape.126 African 
American and labor newspapers also published postmortem photographs 
showing four bullet holes in Carlock’s forehead and cheek.127

When African American residents organized a protest campaign, 
Memphis policemen responded in ways that paralleled the practices of the 
Grosches and New Orleans police chief George Reyer. One of the shooters, 
with bluster worthy of Willie Grosch, crowed, “I can’t take all the credit, but 
I was one of them that shot the n-----.”128 Memphis detectives sprung into 
action as well, arresting, “grilling,” and warning Carlock’s widow to remain 
silent.129 Moreover, Fannie Henderson, a fifty-nine-year-old African 
American witness, promptly disappeared.130 Police officials also forbade pub-
lic demonstrations, vowed to shutter African American newspapers that 
criticized local cops, and attempted to “stifle the seething resentment of the 
aroused masses.”131

White Memphians immediately expressed their fulsome support for the 
killers, denounced the protesters’ “slanderous statements against the police,” 
decried efforts to “prevent the officers from performing their duty,” and 
framed the execution of Levon Carlock as the defense of law and order.132 
Immediately after newspapers published accounts of the murder, one civic 
organization passed a formal resolution “pledging its support to the police 
department.”133 Such police violence, repression of protesters, and white 
endorsement of racialized law enforcement, a sociologist explained in 1943, 
“is almost standard for the South” and “has occasioned both fear and bitter 
resentment among all Negroes of all classes.”134

Police officials throughout the region also exploited their perceived man-
date to defend the racial order in expansive ways during the turbulent 1930s. 
New Orleans cops and their counterparts in other Southern cities harassed 
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and brutalized white labor leaders and political radicals under the same racial 
mantle, claiming that these “alien agitators” sought to “stir up trouble among 
the Negro workers of the city” and hence imperil white women and under-
mine social stability.135 Containing the threat from African American resi-
dents provided the justification for wider political repression.

The cycle of African American resistance and white backlash cemented 
state-sponsored racial terrorism as the defense of the rule of law. In the Jim 
Crow South, police crusades to protect “law and order” increasingly operated 
as a “façade” for white supremacy.136 Buttressed by voter suppression, the 
spiral of progress and retrenchment would endure, fraying race relations in 
New Orleans, the South, and much of the nation for decades.
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“at least once a week,” the editor of the Louisiana Weekly lamented in 
1940, “some poor unfortunate Negro is ‘gone over’ by our sadistically inclined 
police department.”1 Beatings, coerced confessions, and summary executions 
of African American suspects by Willie Grosch and his fellow detectives were 
not isolated events. Moreover, each of these episodes reverberated through 
New Orleans’s African American community and provided another reminder 
of the unfettered power of local cops and their systemic use of violence to but-
tress white supremacy.2 Municipal cops had become “killers who hide behind 
badges and uniforms to carry out a scourge of blood and violence. . . . The law,” 
an African American journalist grumbled, granted them boundless “authority 
and told them to ‘keep order’ which was another way of saying ‘maintain sup-
pression.’ ”3 “Negro residents of New Orleans,” an African American newspa-
per groused, “can look to sworn minions of the law for little else than brutal-
ity.” 4 During the dozen years after the Great War, the rate of police homicides 
against African American suspects nearly tripled, ballooning to more than 
quintuple the figure for white New Orleanians. Racial control and crime con-
trol became indistinguishable, and local policemen used the defense of law and 
order to wage state-sponsored racial terrorism.

White New Orleanians, however, viewed surging, racialized police brutal-
ity very differently. Violent cops eliminated murderers and ensured the incar-
ceration of African American robbers and rapists, making the city safer for 
law-abiding residents. And police decisions to dismiss civil rights leaders’ 
demands for due-process protections and to suppress African American dem-
onstrations restrained subversive protest and preserved racial control.

Conclusion
“killers who hide behind badges”
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Parallel trends in police brutality and racial repression unfolded across the 
interwar urban South. Quantitative and qualitative evidence documented 
virtually identical arrest and interrogation practices and mounting body 
counts in every city in the region. The Memphis police department used the 
same procedures for homicide reporting as their New Orleans counterparts, 
permitting a comparable analysis of police killings. The patterns mirrored 
one another. In both urban centers, civilian white-on-Black homicide con-
tracted, and cops began to commit the lion’s share of interracial killings. The 
cities experienced similar crime panics, which white residents attributed to a 
perceived “invasion” by African American predators. Between the mid-1920s 
and the early 1930s, the number of African American suspects killed by the 
police rose 3.4-fold in New Orleans and 3.5-fold in Memphis. In the Louisiana 
city, 46.9 percent of the victims were unarmed, compared with 38.8 percent 
in the Tennessee metropolis. The suspects were matching as well: 97.2 per-
cent were men, 46.9 percent were unarmed, and their mean age in New 
Orleans was 29.6. In Memphis, 99.1 percent were men, 40.5 percent were 
unarmed, and their average age was 29.4. The killer cops were also mirror 
images, with a mean age of 37.9 in the former city and 36.4 in the latter.5

NAACP branch files for New Orleans, Memphis, Washington DC, 
Mobile, Birmingham, Atlanta, and other Southern cities revealed compara-
ble trends. Just as police brutality spiked in New Orleans during the 1930s, 
Memphis civil rights leaders described this as the “bloody decade” and 
decried the “wave of terror” and the “reign of terror.” 6 NAACP officials 
recoiled at the same surging use of third-degree interrogation methods to 
extract confessions and the preemptive use of lethal force in every city in the 
region.7 Even characterizations of police attitudes echoed one another. New 
Orleans activists complained that local cops treated African American resi-
dents “worse than one would a stray mongrel dog,” while their counterparts 
in Mobile reported that policemen “are treating us like dogs.”8

Early twentieth-century ethnographers documented the same trends and 
procedures throughout the interwar urban South, revealing systemic racial 
biases in policing and criminal justice. Across the region, disparities in police 
shootings, convictions, sentencing, and executions soared. The rate of police 
homicide against African Americans in the interwar South swelled to seven 
times the white figure.9 In New Orleans, white and African American mur-
derers went to the gallows at roughly equivalent rates during the 1920s. By 
the mid-1930s, however, only African Americans received capital verdicts. 
Sociologists charting state-level trends found similar shifts throughout the 
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South.10 Executions rose sharply during the 1930s, the vast majority of the 
increase confined to African American convicts.

Discrimination was not new, but it increased dramatically and operated 
as a state function during the interwar period. Across the region, institution-
alized racial repression became intertwined with the preservation of law and 
order.11 “The caste order of the South,” the sociologist Gunnar Myrdal con-
cluded, developed into an “extension of the law.” The Southern policeman 
“stands not only for civic order as defined in formal laws and regulations,  
but also for ‘white supremacy.’ ”12 Cops replaced vigilantes, and prisons and 
court-sanctioned executions supplanted mob justice. In city after city, African 
American observers noted the shift but also the continuity, terming police 
homicides “uniformed lynchings,” “police lynchings,” “streamlined lynch-
ing,” and “legal lynchings.”13 The widow of one victim of Memphis police 
murder in 1933 described Saturday evenings as “lynch night” for local cops.14 
The core activities of Birmingham’s NAACP branch pivoted from vigilante 
violence during the early 1920s to police violence by the early 1930s.15

Interwar demographic shifts triggered this racialized sea change in 
Southern policing. Far more rural African Americans migrated to Southern 
urban centers during the first stage of the Great Migration than to Northern 
cities.16 In 1930, for example, African Americans, most of them newcomers, 
comprised one-third of New Orleans, Memphis, Birmingham, and Atlanta 
residents, compared with less than one-eleventh of the Chicago, Detroit, 
Cleveland, New York City, and Pittsburgh populations. The crime panic of 
the era fused fears of a massive influx of African Americans and hyperbolic 
anxieties about murder and rape in Southern cities. Early twentieth-century 
Northern whites, including cops, embraced horrifying stereotypes of African 
Americans, but these migrants, according to one scholar, “were not yet a 
sizable enough population to preoccupy the crafters of police policy” and 
become institutionalized.17

The second stage of the Great Migration, during the middle decades of the 
century, however, nationalized Jim Crow policing, as African Americans 
increasingly left the Deep South and relocated to Northern industrial cen-
ters. Only in the 1960s did the proportion of African American residents in 
Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, New York City, and Pittsburgh reach the share 
of Southern cities in the pre-Depression era. When the migrants crossed this 
threshold in the post–World War II period, Northern whites responded with 
terror and demanded new, urgent, targeted police and criminal justice pre-
scriptions.18 In cities throughout the United States, fears of an invasion of 



142 • Conc lus ion

African American killers ignited crime panics, and Jim Crow policing 
infected and redefined law and order in Chicago, New York, and other 
Northern urban centers. Racialized police brutality, under the guise of the 
rule of law, fueled exploding disparities in criminal justice across the nation 
by the 1960s.19

Northern mayors and police chiefs, however, did not invent race-targeted 
policing during the post–World War II era. Instead, interwar officials in cities 
such as New Orleans and Birmingham had already established a blueprint 
and had, for decades, crowed about their success at national meetings of police 
chiefs and other law enforcement conferences. New Orleans’s John Grosch 
had long boasted of his department’s commitment to white supremacy; 
Memphis’s police commissioner, Joe Boyle, repeatedly underscored his effort 
to deploy cops to affirm that “this is white man’s country and always will be 
and any Negro who doesn’t agree to this had better move on”; and by the 
mid-1930s, Birmingham’s infamous Bull Connor had assumed the helm 
of local law enforcement.20 The interwar policies implemented by the top 
cops in these cities provided the roadmap for their postwar Northern  
counterparts, and chiefs such as Los Angeles’s William Parker and Daryl 
Gates invoked the same trope of invasion and threat as had spearheaded the 
prescriptions forged by an earlier generation of Southern police chiefs.21

During the 1960s, Northern police authorities adapted, expanded, 
renamed, and institutionalized many of the practices developed by Grosch, 
Boyle, and Connor. They did not explicitly copy earlier procedures, but offi-
cials such as Parker and Gates responded to the elision of migration trends 
and a crime panic in familiar ways and built on well-known, long-established 
procedures. New versions of late-1920s “disorderly-and-suspicious-character” 
ordinances became “stop-and-search” (and later “stop-and-frisk”) initiatives; 
New Orleans’s Roaring Twenties armored, “death-dealing machines” became 
military assault vehicles; earlier “Go Get ’Em squads” were reinvented as 
“S.W.A.T.” units; John Grosch’s and Joe Boyle’s racialized definition of law 
and order resurfaced as the “War on Crime”; and widening racial disparities 
in interwar conviction rates eventually ballooned into late twentieth-century 
mass incarceration.22

Remnants of Jim Crow policing remain in early twenty-first-century 
America. Some racial differentials have narrowed but persist. In the 1930s, 
Southern cops killed African American suspects at five-to-seven times the 
rate for white residents. In the last ninety years, the gap has contracted, 
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though the African American rate continues to be considerably higher, hov-
ering at two-to-three times the white figure.23

Other racial disparities in law enforcement have remained so deeply 
entrenched and institutionalized that little change has occurred since the 
pre–World War II era. Differentials in the preemptive use of deadly force—
termed “shooter bias” by modern scholars—have not narrowed, for example. 
Police officers, then and now, have a far lower threshold for firing their weap-
ons at and killing African American suspects. In early 1930s New Orleans, 
cops shot unarmed African Americans at four times the rate of white sus-
pects. Early twenty-first-century data reveal 3.5-to-5-fold disparities.24 Like 
their predecessors during the early twentieth century, modern police officers 
react to ambiguous or furtive motions by African American suspects by 
shooting to kill but are less likely to employ deadly force when white suspects 
engage in the identical behavior. In the Jim Crow South, the so-called “hip-
pocket move” often triggered violent, lethal responses from detectives  
convinced—or sometimes merely claiming—that the suspect was reaching 
for a weapon. More recent police officers have shot African American sus-
pects when they have tried to produce their wallets or vehicle registrations to 
comply with cops’ requests, also insisting that they feared that the person was 
reaching for a handgun. In 1999, for instance, New York City detectives shot 
Amadou Diallo, a twenty-three-year-old Guinean immigrant, nearly two 
dozen times after he attempted to remove his wallet from his coat pocket to 
produce identification.

Shooter bias was and remains bound up with threat perception, which has 
persisted for a hundred years. Police officers consider African Americans to 
be dangerous, scrutinize their demeanors more intensely, and misread behav-
ioral cues, imagining threatening conduct when actions are benign.25 Dogged 
stereotypes of Black criminality “prime” law enforcers to anticipate violent 
resistance and to more quickly reach for their firearms and shoot.26 In some 
instances, this threat assessment reflects overt, explicit racism, as with Willie 
Grosch in pre–World War II New Orleans and Derek Chauvin in 2020 
Minneapolis. But in other cases, the triggers for “threat-perception failure” 
are subtler, and “implicit bias” lowers the threshold for the premature use of 
lethal force. The effect of this process, however, is that police officers shoot 
unarmed African American suspects at more than quadruple the white rate, 
a disparity that has not changed since the 1930s.

Though impossible to quantify, other forms of racialized police brutality 
persist as well. As in Jim Crow New Orleans, Atlanta, and Mobile, modern 
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detectives more frequently employ violent interrogation methods and use 
force and threats to extract confessions from African Americans.27 Just as 
early twentieth-century cops often presumed African American suspects to 
be deceitful and guilty, their early twenty-first-century counterparts rou-
tinely embrace the same stereotypes.28

Parallel forms of harassment, frequently inciting racialized police violence, 
have also contributed to the disturbing and enduring disparities. For exam-
ple, the race-based cues fueling recent stop-and-frisk interactions are similar 
to the assumptions that prompted Detective William Drewes to arrest, maul, 
and shoot sixteen-year-old Willie Gray in New Orleans almost a century ago. 
In modern America, traffic stops have comparable potential for police vio-
lence, based on hyper-scrutiny and threat-perception failure, and cops stop 
and search African American drivers today at five times the rate of white 
drivers; every such encounter increases the likelihood that ambiguous move-
ments will be misinterpreted and spark deadly responses from skittish police 
officers, adding to persistent disparities in violence.29

Early twenty-first-century legal and political responses to police brutality 
have also remained largely static. No New Orleans cops were convicted for 
killing suspects between 1920 and 1945; prosecutors and jurors determined 
that all 107 fatal shootings and beatings were “justifiable homicides.” Today, 
less than 1 percent of such killings even lead to felony charges.30 Political 
responses to recent police-brutality protests echo those of the 1930s in hor-
rifying ways as well, often igniting repressive backlash initiatives. Many state 
legislatures have recently criminalized public demonstrations against police 
violence in the wake of Black Lives Matter protests following the 2020 mur-
der of George Floyd, for example.

In short, the critical inflection point for police violence occurred during 
the 1930s, when criminal justice institutions expanded, gained authority 
from anxious white voters, and municipal cops employed racialized violence 
to enhance their public legitimacy as the protectors of law-abiding citizens. 
Long before the interwar era, local policemen and sheriffs had often relied on 
violence, enforced racial dominance, and killed with legal impunity. But the 
rates of such overlapping forms of brutality soared in the two decades after 
the Great War, and the trends and practices of that era persist, sometimes in 
muted fashion, today.

The changing morphology of white-on-Black murder starkly revealed the 
speed and magnitude of this transformation. During the opening decade of 
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the twentieth century, white civilians committed nearly three-fourths of 
interracial killings in New Orleans, building on long-established customs of 
vigilante racial violence. Policemen typically played a secondary role, sup-
porting and supplementing the violence inflicted by white mobs. The propor-
tion of civilian white-on-Black murders remained unchanged through the 
early 1920s. Within a decade, ignited by the Great Migration and a crime 
panic, cops committed two-thirds of New Orleans white-on-Black homi-
cides, and by the late 1930s, they committed 100 percent of such murders, a 
trend mirrored throughout the South and nationalized during the post–
World War II era. When professional law enforcers supplanted vigilantes as 
the foot soldiers for white dominance, racial control became a state function 
and operated through the criminal justice system. Legal institutions assumed 
increasing responsibility for preserving white supremacy, enforced under the 
capacious mantle of maintaining law and order and protecting law-abiding 
citizens. Racial control and crime blurred, blended, and overlapped. Despite 
the remarkable achievements of the civil rights movement, “law and order” 
remains racialized.31 During the early twenty-first century, police officers 
continue to commit more than 90 percent of white-on-Black homicides in 
the United States.32

The proportion of total homicides committed by the police offers another 
measure of the ways in which violence, disproportionately inflicted against 
African Americans, pivoted during the interwar era and has changed mod-
estly in the last century. Between the 1920s and the 1930s, the percentage of 
all killing by the New Orleans police doubled and reached 7.8 percent of the 
total. In early twenty-first-century America, law enforcers commit 8 percent 
of homicides.33 Police in the United States kill suspects at forty times the rate 
of their German counterparts and at one hundred times the rate of British 
law enforcers.34

Most white Americans and most police officers committed (and commit) 
no violence against African American citizens. But, over the last century, 
racialized law enforcement has become systemic and produced widening, 
enduring disparities. Police brutality is not an isolated or rare occurrence, 
and the social discord it generates frays the fabric of American society and 
challenges American ideals regarding justice, freedom, and equality. For 
centuries, white Americans have deployed overt racial violence. The role  
of law enforcers and legal institutions, however, mushroomed during the 
early twentieth century, became nationalized during the middle decades of 
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the century, and created the foundation for the horrific police brutality that 
persists in the early twenty-first century. The recent police murders of Tyre 
Nichols, George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Laquan McDonald, Michael Brown, 
Eric Garner, and Amadou Diallo are grounded in attitudes and practices 
institutionalized almost a century ago in New Orleans, Memphis, 
Birmingham, and other Southern cities. The ghost of Jim Crow continues to 
haunt the nation.
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