Seeds of Destruction: Homicide, Race,
and Justice in Omaha, 1880-1920
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Colored Man Pulls His Revolver
and Quickly Shoots Down the
Ranchman From Colorado

Omaha World Herald, April 4, 1903!

H. J. WALKER, the victim mentioned in the Omaha World Herald
headline, had arrived in Omaha from Ouray, Colorado, a few hours
previous to the shooting and had been drinking heavily all day. After
entering Garrity’s Saloon on Friday evening, Walker took a table and
told stories about ranch life on the high plains. He was soon surrounded
by “women with painted cheeks and scarlet dresses and rough men who
laughed long and loudly at the coarse jests and uncouth stories he told.”
When Pat Jackson, an African-American entertainer hired to provide
music, contributed a personal story about horses and cattle, the boister-
ous rancher made some racial remarks. A witness stated: “The cow
puncher didn’t like having him butt in that way and called the coon
names.”* Walker threatened to teach Jackson some manners. According
to a witness, “Jackson wouldn’t stand for that kind of talk and says, ‘I
guess you won't,’ and with that he pulls out a gun and plugged the
puncher.” Jackson fired two shots in guick succession from a Smith and
Wesson .38 revolver. Walker slumped to the floor, mortally wounded.”

This shooting in Garrity’s Saloon at Tenth Street and Capitol Avenue,
in the middle of the brothel district, typified violent behavior in Omaha
at the beginning of the twentieth century. Since men visited saloons
armed with concealed weapons, particularly handguns, it is not surpris-
ing that violent confrontations often ended in death. However, this ho-
micide is particularly significant because of the interracial factor—black
kills white.

It is the thesis of this paper that a subculture of violence existed
within African-American society in Omaha during the period 1880 to
1920. By using comparative social history techniques we can test this
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thesis and place homicide, race, and justice into proper perspective. An
examination of statistical data collected from Douglas County district
court records* will provide keys to understanding the handling of homi-
cide defendants within the criminal justice system, with particular atten-
tion given to a discussion of African-American defendants,

During the period 1880-1920, Douglas County officials indicted 196
whites, 6 Hispanics, 67 African Americans, 9 [talians, and 2 Greeks (see
table 1). A racial breakdown for Omaha’s population indicates that Afri-
can Americans accounted for 3 percent in both 1890 and 1900, about
3.5 percent in 1910, and just over 5 percent by 1920. Considering these
low percentages, the racial representation of African Americans within
indictment data for Douglas County are revealing when compared to the
dominate white population. The indictment percentage for each group 1s
whites 70, African Americans 24, Italians 3.2, Hispanics 2.1, and Greeks
.7 (see table 1). This significant disparity in the indictment versus popu-
lation percentages for African Americans suggests a need to explore
homicide in Omaha to determine whether a subculture of violence ex-
isted within the black community.

Black Migration

Omaha experienced significant population growth, particularly after
1880, with the railroads and stockyards providing the economic impetus
by offering employment opportunities for European immigrants and Af-
rican Americans. Ethnic groups proliferated within Omaha, where Bo-
hemian, German, Irish, Danish, and Swedish neighborhoods developed
in the 1880s and 1890s.” Black Americans first began to enter Omaha in
the late 1880s and also developed their own neighborhoods west of the
Union Pacific railroad yards. The railroads provided the largest number
of job opportunities for African Americans recently arriving from the
South and, to a lesser extent, the East. Many of them became porters,
cooks, and common laborers.®

Black migration to Omaha increased dramatically during the 1880s,
increasing from 881 to 4,665 by 1890, By 1900 their numbers remained
stable with 4,014, rising gradually to 5,143 in 1910 (28 percent gain),
before doubling to 10,315 by 1920. This explosion of population during
the era of World War I brought with it accompanying signs of unrest
among the white, as well as African-American population. Their rapid
increase in numbers made them more visible to white citizens, and more
vulnerable to discrimination, something that many had experienced in
the South.
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TABLE 1
Homicide Indictments Douglas County, 1880-1920
Ethnic N= %
White 196 70
Hispanic 6 2.1
African American 67 24
[talian 9 32
Greek 2 J
Total 280 1060

Source: Criminal Appearance Dockets, Douglas County, 1880-1920

Census data confirms that, similar to northern cities such as Philadel-
phia, New York, and Chicago, Omaha received the majority of its black
population from the South. A 1900 and 1910 manuscript census sample
reveals that 79 and 77 percent respectively of the African Americans in
Omaha were born in southern states.” In 1900, 9.4 percent of the black
population traced their heritage from “deep south” states, but in 1910
that number had increased to 22.9 percent. This pattern reflects changes
occurring in that region during the first decade of the twentieth century
and the effect of push-pull factors that operated in the South and the
North to either drive out or lure African Americans.

Although historians have cited natural disasters, such as droughts,
floods, and boll weevil infestations as major migration motivations,”
others also can be identified. For example, the nature of local southern
law enforcement had an important impact. Many African Americans
viewed police power as repressive and unjust. Police brutality in At-
lanta, Richmond, and other cities created unrest among southern urban
blacks, who on occasion resisted. Atlanta particularly expernenced vio-
lent reactions by African Americans.”

Lynchings provided another push factor. “Black flight” increased af-
ter the beginning of the twentieth century, with 170,000 leaving the
South in the first decade and an additional 450,000 in the next. Stewart
Tolnay and E. M. Beck discovered “a very striking relationship between
migration and lynching in Georgia and South Carolina.”!" Sanctioned
lethal violence against African Americans in the form of lynching became
commonplace in the South, with at least 2,409 victims (1889-1918)."
Similarly, the South had a high exccution rate for blacks convicted of
capital offenses. One researcher concluded that “a ‘legal lynching’ [ex-
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ecution] is little, if any, improvement over an extra-legal lynching.”'?
Overt violence forced many African Americans to leave the South to
seek a safer environment.

Negative factors were not the only influences that brought about out-
migration. Pull factors such as job opportunities, better living condi-
tions, and the absence of racial persecution also contributed to the move-
ment of new migrants into Omaha. The Union Pacific Railroad, Union
Stock Yards Company, and Cudahy, Armour, and Swift meat packing
companies offered job opportunities.!? Omaha did not have Jim Crow
laws to restrict blacks in housing or other accommodations. However,
this began to change by the first decade of the twentieth century, with
rental “listings especially for blacks [that] implied a restricted market
for that group.”'* Blacks moved into the region just west of the Union
Pacific railroad yards and began to adjust to urban life that offered job
opportunities.

Economic growth that encouraged the “Great Migration™ of African
Americans to Omaha also provided opportunities for entrepreneurs who
developed service-related industries such as saloons, houses of prostitu-
tion, gambling parlors, and pool halls. Saloons served as the social
gathering places for hundreds of stockyard and railroad workers. In
some ways they were one of the few social settings where integration
occurred. They also became centers for urban violence that usually spilled
out onto the streets.

Omaha’s Tenderloin District

By 190}, Omaha’s redlight district developed in a core of city blocks
that extended from Davenport south three blocks to Douglas, and from
Eighth Street west six blocks to Fourteenth Street. Prostitutes were nu-
merous in 1900, and within a decade their cribs and houses became
heavily concentrated within an even smaller core district. The northern
and southern boundaries (Davenport and Douglas) remained the same,
but now they extended westward only three blocks from Ninth Street to
Twelfth Street.!” Although it is difficult to obtain reliable statistics, in
1900 at least 266 women could be identified as working in Omaha’s
cribs or brothels. A decade later only 116 women in the same region
could be recognized working their trade in the redlight district. African-
American prostitutes numbered 18 and 26 percent respectively for the
two decades, much higher than their proportion within the general popu-
lation.'®
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African Americans, who recently migrated into Omaha, lived mixed
within and around the periphery, and radiated mainly northward and
westward from this redlight district.'” On the eastern flank of this region
lie the main railroad center and depot, the major employer of black men.
Mixed in with the brothels were numerous saloons that offered workers
a place to spend their leisure time. In 1911 there were fifty-eight saloons
in the redlight district, and another sixty-four bars within three blocks of
the brothel region.'® Saloon owners and bartenders, however, were not
hospitable to all ethnic groups. African Americans found themselves
unwelcome in some saloons. For example, the Omaha Monitor, a black
weekly newspaper, complained of discrimination by saloon keepers
practiced against prospective black patrons. “Today many of the saloons
refuse to serve colored men, and others break glasses in the presence of
colored men they have served. . . . In still other saloons signs are posted
which read *Negroes not Wanted.”""”

This highly concentrated redlight district was a ghetto within a ghetto.
Since crime usually flourishes within such districts, it should be no
surprise that residents within or around the area were labeled as the
criminal elements of society or what Eric Monkkonen and others have
called the “dangerous classes.”™ To some extent this was true, the re-
gion did entice and cater to the criminal elements who pimped, sold
drugs, and committed violent crimes. However, there was a tendency to
blame African Americans for most crime—real or imagined. As black
newspaper editor H. J. Pinkett noted: “So eager are they [editors of
Omaha’s white newspapers] to find something degrading in Negro life
that the history of the Negro of the city of Omaha is being written very
largely from the records of the police court.”?! Although Pinkett admit-
ted that African Americans commitied violent crimes, in most cases he
viewed it as “relative killing a relative™ or a similar situation.?? The edi-
tor of the Monitor bitterly protested that disreputable saloons created
problems for neighboring black residents. Pinkett ran editorials calling
for the cleaning up of the “bootlegging and gambling joints™ that were
“rapidly multiplying in the northern section of Omaha, where many of
our race reside.”?* He denounced the availability of morphine, opium,
and cocaine on the streets of Omaha and called for the enforcement of
laws against the sale of drugs.*

Interracial Homicides

Homicide studies have found that most murderers seldom selected
victims from other racial groups.*® That was not the case for African-
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American defendants indicted for murder in Omaha. Thirty-two percent
killed white victims (see table 2). On the other hand, 4 percent of the
white murderers killed out of their racial group.?® A few case histories will
illustrate the implications of a typical Omaha interracial homicide scenario
and its consequences.

Interracial homicides involving African-American perpetrators and
white victims can be divided into three basic categories, saloon related
fights, those involving women, and robberies. Alcohol served as a com-
mon denominator and saloons provided the arena for many killings.
They usually occurred in the evening and often began as minor inci-
dents, such as a jostle, verbal epithet, or some real or imagined damage
to honor. For example, on 15 February 1888, William Ferguson, an
African American born and raised in the South, entered a saloon and
began to play pool. The pool attendant, who recognized Ferguson from
a previous fight, asked him to leave. Ferguson refused. Quickly the two
became involved in a fight and Joe Holmes, a black pool attendant, beat
and ejected Ferguson from the saloon. Within minutes Ferguson returned,
sneaking in the back door, and opened fire at Holmes. The pool atten-
dant ducked as a bullet whizzed by, struck, and instantly killed Ole
Olson, a white patron.’” County authorities tried, convicted, and sen-
tenced Ferguson, just eighteen years old, to life in prison for second
degree murder.”®

In a similar case William Fouse, an African American, visited Levy’s
and the Midway Saloon in the 300 block of North Twelfth Street. He
met James Bowles, a white soldier from the Sixteenth Infantry, in one of
the saloons, and they began to walk back and forth between the two
saloons drinking and arguing. Bowles allegedly struck Fouse with a
knife. Fouse, who quickly retaliated, grabbed a brick and caved in his
victim’s head. A jury found him guilty of first degree murder and sen-
tenced him to death.?” On 18 October 1913, Tom Jones entered the Leoneo
pool hall/saloon at 1006 Capitol and began to play pool and drink beer.
Jones began arguing with white owner Samuel Leoneo over a fifty cent
bet, with tempers flaring quickly. Jones pulled a revolver and fired,
killing Leoneo instantly. A jury convicted Jones of first degree murder
and the judge sentenced him to death.?"

There is a dominant theme in all three cases: they involved drinking,
they occurred in saloons, and they started with minor incidents. In the
first case the victim had the misfortune to be present in a saloon that
acted as a social gathering place for the interaction of the races in
Omaha. Although an innocent bystander, he paid with his life for a fight
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TABLE 2
Omaha Homicides Perpetrator/Victim Relationship
Relationship T
Black/Black 52.3
Black/White 32.3
Black/Unknown 154

Source: Douglas County District Court Cases, 1880-1920

that did not concern him. In the second case Fouse frequently drank
heavily when visiting Omaha. Bowles, his victim, also became inebri-
ated and a petty argument turned to blows and death. The third case
seems even more incomprehensible, ending in death over a fifty cent
bet. This seems bizarre, but it was a common denominator in many
homicides that occurred in Omaha. Oddly enough, these three cases are
quite typical homicides.

Two cases involving women suggest prostitution related issues or the
possibility of an insult. One occurred on the night of 27 July 1905, in
front of the Cambridge Hotel, at the corner of Thirteenth and Capitol
Streets. William Miles, African American, and Florence Flick, a white
woman, had been living together for two years in the redlight district.
Miles and Flick, a cocaine addict, were well known to the police. Ap-
parently Harry McGechin won favor with Flick and then moved in with
her. Miles and McGechin met in front of the hotel and began to argue.
Miles pulled a knife and cut his victim’s throat from ear to ear. McGechin
died within minutes.?' In another case, on the night of 15 October 1913,
an unidentified African American took offense to remarks made by
three men at Twenty-sixth and N streets about a woman he was escorting.
The three white companions, under the influence of alcohol, stopped the
black woman and made some derogatory remarks. The unknown assail-
ant, referred to in the press as “Lucky Brown,” attacked and soon the
white victim lay dying in the street. Police failed to apprehend the
perpetrator.®*

These two cases display some of the aspects of southernness—that is
they reflect a heightened degree of honor. A careless comment, an unin-
tended jostle on the street, or a gesture could bring a quick response
from blacks conditioned by living in the South. Southerners had a strong
sense of honor that dared not be sullied. Both cases also suggest prosti-
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tution-related behavior. Since they lived in the redlight district, it is very
possible that Miles had been keeping Flick as a prostitute. The second
case occurred in an area of South Omaha also noted for prostitution.
Pimps protected their prostitutes and their territory, and anyone viewed
as a threat would be dealt with quickly.

Several homicide cases involved robbery. On 14 May 1906, Harrison
Clark, Calvin Waln, and Clarence Gathright, all African Americans,
robbed a street car conductor. During the scuffle, Clark fired at Edward
Flury with a revolver, and the conductor fell dead. A Douglas County
jury found the three men guilty of murder in the first degree, sentenced
two to life in prison, but recommended the death penalty for Clark.* In a
similar case, Governor Hall, Luther Hall, and William Collins robbed
Nathan Shapiro’s store on the night of 27 August 1919. During a struggle
with Shapiro, Collins shot the store owner with a .38 caliber revolver.
All three received short sentences.*

In the first case only Clark received the death penalty., This might
seem surprising considering that the victim was white. In the second
case the age of the three perpetrators (fourteen, fifteen, and seventeen)
may explain why they received relatively light punishment for a homi-
cide during a robbery. However, Clarence Gathright, Governor Hall,
Luther Hall, and William Collins all plea bargained guilty. This explains
the lighter sentences for Gathright and the teen-aged boys. In both cases
all parties were carrying handguns.

Weapon Choice

Although a wide variety of weapons were available to perpetrators,
handguns proved to be the favorite. By the late 1880s cheap handguns
could be purchased for an average of two to three dollars in any gun
store or pawn shop. They were usually five-shot, double-action weapons
with short barrels that could be concealed easily in any pocket. A dis-
cussion of several homicide cases offers an opportunity for further analysis
of handgun use.

On numerous occasions in 1908, Jess Brown, an African-American
dining car waiter for the Union Pacific Railroad, fought with Carrie
Carter, the black woman who lived with him. After a bitter quarrel she
finally left him and moved into separate living quarters. Brown discov-
ered her new residence and tried to convince her to return and live with
him. She refused. On 8 February 1909, apparently exasperated by her
refusals, Brown visited a neighborhood pawnshop where he hocked his
overcoat in exchange for a handgun and a box of shells. He loaded the
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weapon and walked to Carter’s new residence at 1223 Capitol Avenue.
After a brief argument in front of her house, Brown fired two shots.*

This case displays the ease with which individuals could obtain hand-
guns in Omaha. Jess Brown, in the dead of winter, walked into a pawn-
shop and traded his overcoat for a handgun and a box of shells. It also
indicated the single-mindedness and the premeditation of this particular
perpetrator. There are other similar cases involving African-American
perpetrators and black victims. On 12 May 1906, Robert Johnson used a
Russian Bulldog .32 caliber to kill his brother in a boarding-house quar-
rel. Both had been drinking. George Johnson killed his wife with a
similar .38 caliber revolver on 25 August 1910.* This homicide scenario
was repeated over and over again throughout the period under study.

A breakdown of weapons employed by African Americans accused of
homicide is remarkable (see figure 1). Seventy-five percent chose hand-
guns, compared to about 57 percent for their white counterparts indicted
for murder (see figure 2). Both racial groups used knives about 17
percent of the time and chose other means to kill their victims 7 and 26
percent of the time respectively for African Americans and whites. Roger
Lane, in his study of black crime in Philadelphia, found that African-
American murderers chose handguns in only 37 percent of the homicide
indictments during 1881-1901.%7 Although the time period is not ex-
actly the same, the disparity between the two cities is quite striking.

The common habit of carrying weapons by African Americans led to
many lethal incidents. This practice may have originated in the South
where blacks had to contend with overt threats of violence from white
citizens. What 1s surprising is that whites were less likely to be armed
with handguns than blacks. This may indicate the influence of
southernness among blacks who recently migrated from the South. With
many carrying handguns, the addition of alcohol turned minor squabbles
into lethal shootings.

Comparisons with recent studies covering the twentieth century sug-
gest that the Omaha handgun homicide rates were very high. For example,
in 1980 an average 52 percent of African Americans indicted for homicide
in the United States used handguns in the commission of their crimes.™®
Handguns were readily available in Omaha, but why would blacks turn
to them in such large numbers? Perhaps they felt threatened by outside
forces they could not control. African-American migration patterns may
help to account for this propensity to carry handguns. Many blacks were
recent arrivals from the South where they witnessed blatant racism,
including violence.®® The handgun provided them with some security
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FIGURE 1
Weapon Use
African Americans
Douglas County, 1880-1920

75% Handguns
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Source: Crniminal Appearance Dockets

against violence by whites or other blacks. High handgun homicide rates
for both races also might indicate the lax enforcement of gun regulations
in Omaha. "

Most defendants selected cheap handguns patterned on the Webley
British Bulldog double-action revolver (patented in 1883). This particu-
lar model, with a two- or three-inch barrel, allowed for easy concealment
in a coat pocket. American arms manufacturers copied this design and
produced large quantities of five-shot revolvers in several models, in-
cluding .38 and .32 calibers. In the 1880s, Iver Johnson Arms Company
named its versions the American Bull Dog and Boston Bull Dog. Dur-
ing the same era the Harrington and Richardson Company, noted for
making “Suicide Specials,” switched to a similar design. Many of these
cheaply produced handguns sold for under three dollars.?! Smith and
Wesson, Colt, and other gun manufacturers produced a steady stream of
readily available handguns that could be concealed upon one’s person.
Handguns could be purchased in gun shops and pawnshops almost any-
where in Omaha,*? and provided quick solutions for quarrels.

Alcohol also proved to be a common component in Omaha’s deadly
confrontations. Saloons provided a social gathering place for the work-
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FIGURE 2
Weapon Use
White Defendants
Douglas County, 18801920
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Source: Criminal Appearance Dockets

ing class of Omaha.** Although the data on alcohol is sketchy, 26 per-
cent of the homicides committed by African Americans occurred in
saloons. At least 75 and 65 percent of the perpetrators and victims
respectively were drinking.*

Indictment Data

Males dominated violent crime in Omaha. Ninety-two percent of the
indicted whites and 89 percent of the indicted African Americans were
male. Most female perpetrators killed their husbands, just as female
victims commonly were Killed by their spouses. Victims and perpetra-
tors usually knew each other.

Juries or judges in Douglas County convicted 85 percent of the Afri-
can-American defendants, found 6 percent not guilty, and dismissed 9
percent (see figure 3).*° Whites experienced very different results. The
criminal justice system convicted 34 percent of the white defendants,
while 38 percent were found not guilty and 28 percent were dismissed.
Although females were not prominently represented either as perpetra-
tors or victims, there is a disparity in conviction rates between the two
races for females. Juries found only four women guilty of murder or
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manslaughter (16 percent). African-American females experienced a 60
percent conviction rate (three cases), while white females experienced a
5.5 percent conviction rate (one case). In some ways the not guilty
verdicts are most revealing. The white not guilty verdict rate was six
times that of the African American. One might be inclined to assume
that there was an inherent bias in the criminal justice system. To a
certain extent that is true, but other factors help explain the results.

Historians disagree on the definition of plea bargaining. For example,
Lawrence M. Friedman asks the question: “Can we be sure we know
plea bargaining when we see it? The answer for the most part is ves.
Some cases have unambiguous signs—more notably a change in plea
from innocent to guilty of a lesser charge.”* All of the African-Ameri-
can plea bargains (21 cases) in Omaha involved a change of plea from
not guilty to guilty. Mark H. Haller adds an observation that also applies
to this study. While discussing two possible types of nineteenth-century
plea bargains he noted that “one stemmed from the fact that defendants
were generally poor, sometimes foreign-born, and frequently
unrepresented by an attorney. Their guilty pleas often reflected a rail-
roading of the defendant by a variety of threats and promises that the
defendant would be in no position to evaluate or resist.”*’ This certainly
was the case for African-American defendants in Omaha. For example,
after police investigators applied heavy pressure, Luther Hall, Governor
Hall, and William Collins all plea bargained guilty. In the case of the
1906 street car conductor robbery Clarence Gathright also plea bargained,
possibly due to fear of the death penalty,*

Plea bargaining helps illuminate the high conviction rates for African
Americans. Thirty-two percent of black defendants plea bargained dur-
ing the judicial process (see figure 4).*" Less than 5 percent of the white
defendants chose that option. It is significant that African-American
defendant plea bargains are almost perfectly split between white and
black victims. This suggests that race of the victim was not the main
consideration.

Any admission of guilt during a preliminary hearing heavily favored
the county attorney. Nebraska law did not require providing indigents
with legal counsel until the trial stage. At that point if the defendant
lacked counsel the court appointed an attorney. Few black defendants
had the financial means to employ legal counsel. By being economically
disadvantaged they received unequal treatment in the Douglas County
criminal justice system. On the other hand, the prosecutor used it as a
means (o save time and money.
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FIGURE 3
Homicide Verdict
By Race
Douglas County, 18801920

Omaha homicide indictment rates per 100,000 population provide a
revealing contrast. These are not actual homicide rates, but only repre-
sent indictments. The high rates for African Americans in Omaha are
remarkable (see figure 3). The lowest homicide indictment rate for blacks
in any decade was 32.6 indictments per 100,000 (1890-1899), while the
highest reached 56.8 during the decade 1900-1909. White homicide
indictment rates in Omaha, however, averaged 3.8 (see figure 5) per
100,000 population and never exceeded 4 (1900-1909). African-Ameri-
can homicide indictment rates consistently exceeded white rates by a
factor of ten or more.

Omaha, however, was not the only city that displaved such disparate
figures. Roger Lane discovered that indictment rates among African
Americans in Philadelphia reached 11.4 per 100,000, five times the
white rate (2.1), during the period 1890-1900."" Another earlier study
indicates that homicide rates for blacks continued to be high during the
1920s, with Nebraska urban rates reaching 68.9 in 1920 and 1925.7! The
Omaha rates for African Americans have seldom been equalled.®*

Homicide Locations

Analysis of the Douglas County data poses an important question:
Why did blacks kill outside their race so frequently? One factor could
be the mixing of racial groups in Omaha’s urban core. There are no
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FIGURE 4
Plea Bargaining
By Race
Douglas County, 1880-1920
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studies that adequately document African-American movement within
Omaha. Recent homicide studies indicate that perpetrators usually kill
their victims in their own neighborhoods. The location of homicides
committed by African Americans in Omaha clearly supports this premise.
African Americans killed sixteen of the eighteen white victims within or
near the redlight district. African-American defendants also murdered
nineteen black victims in the central business district. South Omaha
provided the other location where African-Americans homicides oc-
curred, with two white and nine black victims.

In terms of physical setting, African Americans killed whites in the
following locations; four in saloons, five on streets near them, two rob-
bery victims by the railroad center, and one robbery victim on a street in
South Omaha. Whites and African Americans normally mixed on a
regular basis only in or near saloons in this one largely black neighbor-
hood that whites apparently frequented because of brothels and saloons.
With prospective perpetrators and victims under the influence of liquor
and well-armed, minor disagreements often ended in death.

Indictments vs. Coroner’s Inguests

Indictment data have particular limitations that can best be explored
with a discussion of coroner’s inguests involving interracial killings.
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FIGURE 5
Homicide Indictment
Rates Per 100,000 Population
Douglas County, 1880-1920
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Previous analysis of Douglas County indictment statistics revealed high
interracial homicide rates for African Americans. However, when
coroner’s ingquests are used to authenticate such rates, black interracial
homicide rates dropped significantly from 32 to 21 percent, while white
interracial homicide rates increased from 4 to 5.6 percent. The reason
for this change is simple. African Americans who Kkilled whites were
almost always indicted, but if a black killed another black, the chances
of being indicted declined. For white perpetrators, however, the ratio for
killing outside of their race increased because police who shot African
Americans or mobs who lynched blacks were virtually never indicted.
In such cases, the coroner filed reports and wsually exonerated whites
accused of killing blacks.’® Nevertheless, with twenty-two African
Americans Killing white victims and fourteen white perpetrators slaying
blacks, there is ample evidence of racial animosity that ended with
homicides in Omaha.

Homicide Rates

Homicide rates, however, provide the best measure of violence levels.
Douglas County (essentially Omaha) homicide rates are higher than
those experienced in eastern cities such as Boston, New York, and
Philadelphia. A comparison of Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and
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Omaha show significant differences between eastern and western homi-
cide rates in an urban setting.** The Omaha homicide rates begin at 2.6
per 100,000 in the early 1880s and continue upward reaching an apogee
at 9.7 during the period 1915 to 1919 (see figure 6).° The high levels for
the period 1905 to 1919 reflects the extremely high homicide rates for
African Americans in Omaha. On the other hand, the rates for the other
three cities throughout the four decades maintain a more even level.
Only Philadelphia showed a marked increase that leveled off in 1900,

However, a final comparison of African American and white homi-
cide rates in Douglas County shows the peril of making such blanket
comparisons with eastern cities. If you separate the two rates the differ-
ence between African American and white rates appears dramatic (see
figure 7). Because of the sheer number of homicides committed by
whites, their low rates tend to “flatten out” the African-American homi-
cide rates. Although white homicide rates were essentially double the
rates of Boston and New York during a similar period, they are over-
shadowed by the African-American homicide rates that reach an incred-
ible 113 per 100,000 during 1905 through 1909 and remain 80 or more
for the last decade.

Southern Subculture of Violence

Is there an explanation for African-American homicide rates so dra-
matically higher than white rates and why were blacks more likely to
turn to violence? In a discussion of lethal black violence in Philadelphia,
Roger Lane offers the following observation.

The roots of blame crime are threefold: a different social psychology
resulting from blacks’ exclusion from the dominant experience with fac-
tory, bureaucracy, and schooling; a heritage of economic and other inse-
curities; and a long and complex experience with criminal activity.?

In support of this, African-American newspapers in Omaha often
complained of segregation and job discrimination. For example, in 1910
the Omaha Enterprise criticized a Douglas County grand jury report
that recommended “that the cells [of the county jail] be so arranged that
white prisoners may be together and colored prisoners confined by
themselves.” Other editorials complained about Omaha companies that
failed to hire African Americans or, in some cases, fired them without
redress.”” Equally important, Omaha’s residential segregation trapped
African Americans in an area where physical violence was deemed
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FIGURE 6
Homicide Rates
Per 100,000 Population
Boston, N.Y., Philadelphia, & Omaha
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appropriate action by some individuals. With handguns readily available
African Americans carried and used them, first in self-defense against
white aggression—real or imagined—and second to settle disputes.*®

There are, however, other more elaborate and meaningful theories
that explain the high homicide rates for African-American males. A
majority of the blacks in Omaha migrated from the South, with 79 and
77 percent for the 1900 and 1910 census, respectively.®® They came to
Omaha not only looking for economic opportunity, but also to escape an
oppressive system of tyranny enforced by white lynch law. They brought
with them a heritage of violence—in essence a “subculture of violence.”™
Two sociologists found that African Americans born in the South and
who moved to the North had higher homicide rates than blacks born and
raised in the North.*! [t is quite probable that African Americans who
migrated into Omaha brought with them this “subculture of violence”
born of their southern experience. Young black men involved in homi-
cides witnessed violence or knew relatives who experienced violence at
the hands of southern whites.

Marvin Wolfgang and Franco Ferracuti believe that certain societies
develop a distinctive “subculture of violence.” Sheldon Hackney applied
this theory to the South suggesting that southerners identified with cer-
tain forms of violence, but rejected others. He discovered high homicide
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FIGURE 7
Homicide Rates
By Race
Douglas County, 1880-1920
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rates among southerners. The region also displayed moderate property
crime rates. With a wry touch of humeor, Hackney concluded “high
murder and low suicide rates constitute a distinctly southern pattern of
violence, one that must rank . . . ahead of mint juleps in importance as a
key to the meaning of being southern.”®?

Sociologist Raymond D. Gastil critiqued earlier studies of the “sub-
culture of violence” and developed a modified form labeled “regional
culture of violence.” Gastil criticized the “subculture of violence” sug-
gesting that his “regional culture of violence” concept is superior be-
cause it “will help to explain why subcultures of violence do not develop
equally everywhere under apparently similar conditions.” Gastil used the
term “southernness” to help identify the persistence of southern culture
in transplanted members of that society who moved to other regions.®
They carried with them their cultural tradition that included a propensity
to settle problems, especially those that concerned “honor,” with force,
that often could be lethal. Gastil established high correlations of
southernness with African Americans and high homicide rates. These
data support Wolfgang’'s conclusions that African Americans who had
recently migrated from the South had the highest homicide rates.

In The Mind of the South, Wilbur J. Cash suggests that high violence
levels can be explained by exploring southern historical traditions. Honor
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became a cult in the South that had to be defended at all costs. Hackney
agreed and suggested that slavery and the plantation “reinforced the
tendency toward violence.™ Edward L. Avers also offers some impor-
tant clues to the puzzle of southernness and why African Americans
might have accepted it as part of their culture."™ Ayers claimed that the
foundation of southernness lies in the attitudes of whites who dominated
blacks. White southerners developed their own unwritten “ten com-
mandments.” The first four dealt with the “protection™ of women against
“rape, adultery, seduction, or ‘slander against chastity.’ "% Physical vio-
lence by a male relative of the offended woman was the only acceptable
response for any of these offenses. Any lie or “opprobrious epithets™
were considered insults and each one was “equal to a blow™ or any other
form of assault.’® It was common to use physical force, often lethal, to
settle any of these forms of grievances. John Shelton Reed theorized
that southerners are more likely to be violent when “honor” is at stake,
particularly in love triangles or family disputes. “Violence and the con-
ditions that call for it,” says Reed, “will be learned in childhood.”% Af-
rican Americans accepted this “code of honor” within their culture.

Handguns and murder in Omaha are intertwined with this southern
theory. Ayers found that it was common practice for southerners to
carry handguns, and he concludes that “an acute sensitivity to insult and
a propensity for violence—the manifestation of honor—came with each
passing decade to be identified more and more with ... poor urban
blacks.”™ A small push or a derogatory remark quickly brings reaction.
“A male 1s expected to defend the name and honor of his mother, the
virtue of womanhood . . . and to accept no derogation about his race . . . or
his masculinity.””" Ayers believed that African-American migrants from
the South, isolated in ghettos, continued to display these facets of
southernness. In fact they “generate an honor of their own.”™

In Philadelphia during the 18%0s, W. E. B. DuBoms discovered within
the black population what he called the “real Negro criminal class.”"
He also found that of those who had been arrested, 54 percent had
recently migrated from the South.™ The southermness connection of blacks
living in northern cities was apparent in Philadelphia. Many had a great
disdain for white imposed law. African Americans from the South viewed
southern courts as “instruments of injustice and oppression and upon
those convicted in them as martyrs and victims.”™

Frustrated by being trapped within a ghetto controlled by an unjust
system and carrying with them a “code of honor,” Omaha’s African
Americans often reacted by resorting to violence, sometimes with the
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slightest provocation. The results can be seen in the African-American
homicide rates. In support of this hypothesis, the black population reached
4,665 by 1890, remained relatively stable at 4,014 in 1900, and in-
creased slowly to 5,143 in 1910, yet the number of actual homicides did
not increase dramatically until the period, 1902-1910. A decade or more
confined to low-paying, demeaning work, segregated housing, racist
behavior by saloon keepers and other white merchants, and racial mis-
trust created tremendous pressure on Omaha’s black population. In con-
junction with southernness exhibited by blacks, these factors may have
caused an increase in the socialization of aggression, with African-
American hostility then turning outward against both black and white
victims.™®

Do conviction rates of African-American defendants who killed black
victims differ from those of white victims? The conviction rates for
cases with white and black victims were 91 and 79 percent respec-
tively.”” Throw out the one dismissal for a case involving a white victim
(the evidence was so flimsy that there probably should have been no
indictment) and you have a 100 percent conviction rate for black defen-
dants who killed whites. All three not-guilty verdicts and the other four
dismissals of African-American defendants involved black victims. It
made no difference whether the homicide involved a robbery—the vic-
tim only need be white to assure a conviction.

To put this into perspective, we need to evaluate the treatment of
white defendants who killed black victims. There were seven cases in-
volving white perpetrators and African-American victims. Four of the
white defendants were found not guilty, while the other three cases were
dismissed. Clearly, it was the race of the victim that counted most.™ This
analysis of the indictment data verifies that African-American defen-
dants did not receive equal justice within the Douglas County criminal
justice system.

Conclusions

Although more whites were indicted for committing homicides (207
cases compared to 67 for blacks) African Americans had a much higher
representation with 24 percent of the actual indictments (see table 1).
This high percentage is remarkable considering that the population fig-
ures for blacks within Douglas County were 3, 3, 3.5, and 5 percent
respectively for the four decades studied. The evidence suggests that a
subculture of violence existed within the black ghetto that developed in
downtown Omaha. The rapid relocation of thousands of blacks, mostly



McKanna 85

from the South (79 and 77 percent respectively for 1900 and 1910
census) included many individuals who witnessed violence at the hands
of whites. They brought with them an exaggerated sense of honor that
would not tolerate a careless comment, a jostle on the street, or a de-
rogatory gesture. Such behavior could bring a quick violent response.

This black subculture developed within the redlight district that blos-
somed around a core of saloons and brothels concentrated between Dou-
glas and Davenport from Eighth to Fourteenth Streets. This region be-
came Omaha’s “tenderloin” district, an area heavily involved in vice,
crime, and alcohol. The large number of homicides that occurred within
or near this area involving African Americans reveals the effects of the
subculture of violence. Whether the victims were white or black the
killings usually included alcohol and handguns. The large number of
saloons within the redlight district (fifty-eight in and an additional sixty-
four within a three block radius) acted as the only place where African
Americans and whites mixed on a social level and, in some cases, bar
owners practiced discrimination. Saloons became the “hot points™ for
racial interaction that could become violent.

Many who visited these saloons came armed. The availability of cheap
handguns encouraged black men to walk around “ready for action™ against
whites or anyone who might accost them. With an exaggerated southern
code of honor that required a man to stand up for his rights or protect his
woman, a gun in his pocket, and a drink in his hand there was bound to
be action that often led to a deadly conclusion. The homicide statistics
confirm this. Interracial killings involving white victims occurred mainly
on black “turf” in and around the redlight district. They involved alco-
hol and usually took place within or near a saloon. However, blacks did
not commit all of the homicides. But their homicide rates were dramati-
cally higher than those of whites, reinforcing the theory that a subculture
of violence existed within the black community.

It should not be surprising that the Douglas County criminal justice
system, dominated by a white society, convicted African Americans at a
much higher rate than whites. Racism might not have been as openly
blatant or as vicious in Omaha as it was in the South, but it did exist.
Saloon keepers refused to serve blacks; landlords forced them to settle
into downtown areas and used covenants that prevented them from buy-
ing homes, except in limited areas; businessmen only hired them in the
lowest-paying jobs; some companies fired employees without just cause;
and police officers singled out blacks for “special” treatment, including
physical violence. This lack of job mobility coupled with racial dis-
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crimination against African Americans became the seeds of their de-
struction. But, in the final analysis, what is terribly disturbing and ironic
1s that African Americans left the South and moved to Omaha to escape
“injustice in the courts.”
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