


[image: 001]





[image: 001]





Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Dedication

Introduction

 


Chapter 1 - “Mr. Hickman, I hate to tell you this”

Chapter 2 - “We was very anxious to get up north”

Chapter 3 - The Revolutionary

Chapter 4 - “Trapped like rats”

Chapter 5 - “This can happen to you”

Chapter 6 - “We the jury wish to go on record as condemning vigorously”

Chapter 7 - “God is my secret judge”

Chapter 8 - “Did shoot, kill and murder”

Chapter 9 - Free James Hickman

Chapter 10 - “Holocaust” on Ohio Street

Chapter 11 - “This man has paid enough”

 


Epilogue

Appendix - John Bartlow Martin, Ben Shahn, and the Hickman Story

A Note on Sources

Acknowledgments

About Haymarket Books

Also from Haymarket Books

About the author

Copyright Page




 



(left to right): Mrs. Annie Hickman, UAW leader Willoughby Abner, James Hickman, and SWP Chicago organizer Mike Bartell.
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(left to right): Mike Myer, William Temple, Sidney Lens, Leon Despres, Willoughby Abner, UAW leader Charles Chiakulas, and Mike Bartell. Annie Hickman is standing in front.
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For my mom, dad, and uncle Leo, 
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a Boston firefighter






 



“The landlord furnished everything. But you pays for it. And he don’t work.”
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Introduction

“Nobody knows about it”

“I want you to write about the Hickman case,” Frank Fried told me, gripping his cane with one hand and gesturing with the other. “It was the best thing we ever did, and nobody knows about it.”

Frank is a retired music impresario. The biggest music event he ever organized was bringing the Beatles to Chicago. Frank has lived in California for many years, and he was in Chicago in spring 2008 to celebrate the birthday of a mutual friend. We were sitting on the porch and talking about his life. He was eighty-one at the time and was facing the possibility of open-heart surgery. I think he was afraid that the Hickman story might completely disappear if the surgery wasn’t successful.

“What was the Hickman case?” I asked.

He paused for a moment and said, “Go read the Bartlow Martin article in Harper’s in 1948, then go from there.” I followed his instructions, and this book is the product of two and a half years of research and writing.

The Hickman case is the story of an excruciating family tragedy and a triumph of justice against long odds. The needless deaths of four of the  youngest children of James and Annie Hickman in a tenement fire in January 1947, James’s shooting and killing of the building’s landlord (whom he blamed for the fire), his trial, and the campaign to win his freedom—records of these events have endured mostly as fleeting references or footnotes in books on housing in postwar Chicago. Living memories of them are held almost entirely by a tiny number of the fire’s survivors and those who fought for James’s freedom. There were only two living as of fall 2010.

Early on I was warned that it might be impossible to write a book about the Hickman case. Writing a book from scratch can be challenging even in the best of circumstances. The Hickman case presented many hurdles: most of the witnesses have passed away, and the Hickman murder trial transcript disappeared long ago. But I settled on an approach that I believe will allow the Hickman story to be told in full for the first time.

I have tried to tell the story first and foremost from the viewpoint of James and Annie Hickman, relying heavily on their testimony at the Cook County coroner’s inquest and interviews with the journalist John Bartlow Martin. Their story, of course, was part of a much larger historical drama—the Great Migration, when millions of African Americans traveled north to find a measure of the dignity and freedom that were absent from the Jim Crow South. When they got to Chicago, the Hickmans and others encountered differences in culture and climate—but unfortunately racism still presented obstacles, particularly in access to decent housing.

I have tried to weave the lives of the many people who played a part in the Hickman case into the story, from Mike Bartell of the Socialist Workers Party to UAW leader Willoughby Abner to the movie and stage star Tallulah Bankhead, along with many others. At some points I pause to explain the historical background of the individuals and institutions in the Hickman drama. In an era when newspapers, particularly Black community newspapers, play a diminished role in our lives, the Chicago Defender’s work to expose the exploitation and racial oppression of Chicago’s Black ghetto and advocate for social change must be explained  in depth. The same goes for the radical activists of the Socialist Workers Party who came to Hickman’s aid. These are not detours from the main story but integral parts of it.

Much of the history in this book is not easily accessible, and it is certainly given no prominence by those who run the city of Chicago. This year, as every year, millions of tourists will come to Chicago to experience a city that is promoted as both quintessentially “American” and “world class.” With their water bottles and digital cameras they will descend on Michigan Avenue and the nearby Millennium Park. They will be shuttled around the city in free buses (for tourists only) between the expensive shopping districts, such as the Magnificent Mile, and the safe confines of the Field Museum, the Shedd Aquarium, the Adler Planetarium, and the Museum of Science and Industry. Few, if any, will venture into the real city. Those who come in search of history will have a hard time finding it. They may unknowingly brush up against it or walk over it, but like everything else in “the City That Works,” it will be sanitized and packaged for tourism. The city even frowns on the gangster tour, even though one of the reasons that tourists visit Chicago is the lure of its Prohibition-era gangster past. Al Capone is still the world’s best-known Chicago resident.

The best example of this historical packaging is the famed “architecture tour.” It is a pleasurable trip along the Chicago River during which enthusiastic volunteers tell an uplifting story of a city that “rose from the flames” of the Great Chicago Fire of 1871, as the great architects of the world helped rebuild it. There is no discussion of such messy issues as the lack of safe, decent housing that led to the fire that destroyed most of the city, or the many fires since then, or, most important, the victims of these fires.

This book is the story of one such fire. Like much of Chicago’s real and unsanitized history, the site of the Hickman tragedy is not on the tourist maps and has been literally buried. The building at 1733 West Washburne Avenue no longer exists; it has been buried beneath a nondescript residence for seniors. One warm, lazy summer afternoon I walked to the Near West Side to see the site. Standing there in the bright  sunlight, I tried to imagine what the neighborhood must have been like when the Hickmans lived there, but it was almost impossible.

The area has been mauled by institutional expansion for decades. The land just east of what was 1733 West Washburne has become Parking Lot M of the University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC). Across the street is the rear entrance to a UIC research facility, a beige building with blue-tinted windows, typical of ugly corporate and public office buildings built in the 1970s and ’80s. To the west and south are several blocks of vacant land peppered along the edges with parking meters. It’s a strange sight to behold: it looks as though some powerful weapon that destroys buildings while avoiding any damage to parking meters had been detonated. There is nothing left of the old neighborhood except the elevated train that roars by two stories above the ground. I tried to imagine riding the “L” that cold January night between 11:30 p.m. and midnight. What would I have encountered? An inferno lighting up the night sky? A blare of sirens and glare of lights from fire engines? Neighbors rushing to the building to help? Two figures falling from the top floor? Would I have had a frontrow view of a catastrophe or just a hint that something was wrong?

Today as the United States faces the greatest economic and housing crisis since the Great Depression, there is no doubt that circumstances are creating the potential for many James Hickmans. Unscrupulous landlords, real estate companies, and bankers are forcing millions into desperate plights with no options and a growing sense of injustice. Desperate people with little or nothing to lose will take justice into their own hands. Events very much like those of six decades ago could come to mark our own living history.






 



“I cannot understand how she escaped … It was a miracle. The Lord was with her.”
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“Mr. Hickman, I hate to tell you this”

At 11:30 p.m. on January 16, 1947, a fire began in the center room of the attic at 1733 West Washburne Avenue, a turn-of-the-century four-story brick building on Chicago’s Near West Side. The attic was divided into three separate rooms with a long hallway connecting them. The fire ignited the cheap construction materials used to build the inner walls and quickly spread to the front and back of the attic.

Around the same time, a stranger ran down the darkened stairwell of the apartment building past tenants Albert Jones and Denver Wilson. He told them that there was a fire and urged them to get out, and then he fled into the cold night. Jones and Wilson went to their own apartments and shook their families awake, then banged on the doors of their neighbors, telling everyone to get out. Annie Hickman heard none of this commotion below.

A slow but constant crackling, punctuated by a popping sound, drew Annie out of a deep sleep. She and her six children were sleeping in the front room of the attic. Her husband, James, had left for work  just before 9:00 p.m. to work the late shift at Wisconsin Steel. As Annie began to emerge from slumber, she saw what she thought was smoke coming though the cracks around the door to the room. Getting up and moving toward it, she realized that there must be a fire. When she opened the door, a wall of fire and smoke roared inches from her face. Slamming the door shut, she turned and woke all the children. Smoke was filling up the room, and the walls were beginning to disintegrate around them.

Annie’s nineteen-year-old son, Charles, sprang to his feet, opened the door, and, jumping through the fire, ran down the stairs.

“Come, Mother, it is not burning down here,” he yelled up to her. “Come on!”

“I can’t, the fire is in my door,” she shouted back, slamming the door shut again to hold back the flames.

But by now the room was completely engulfed in hot smoke that burned Annie’s eyes and lungs, making it impossible for her to see. Her four youngest children, Lester (fourteen), Elzina (nine), Sylvester (seven), and Velvina (four), had crawled underneath the bed to escape the smoke. Twenty-year-old Willis, Annie’s eldest, leaped to his feet, ran to the door, grabbed the doorknob, and burned his hand. Thinking quickly, he ran to the one window in the room and kicked it out.

“Mother, let’s go out the window!”

It was difficult for Annie to see or to breathe, but fire and smoke—hot and thick around her—drove her toward the window, the only way out of the inferno. Jumping out the window would involve a three-story fall onto rock-hard frozen winter ground. Charles had run around to the front of the building, joining the other residents, who had all made it out. He was barely clothed, and the ground under his feet was covered with a thin layer of snow. Neighbors were gathering to offer help. Someone called the fire department.

The growing crowd saw two people—Annie and Willis—climbing out the tiny window of the attic. One neighbor, Rufus Grady, told the rest to get as many blankets as they could to pile below the window and  cushion their fall. Hanging on the window ledge and holding his mother’s arm, Willis urged her to feel her way to the ledge on the next floor.

“My feet can’t reach,” she told him. Somehow, though, they both made it to the third floor by clinging to the frame of the building and crawling down it. With Willis’s assistance, Annie made it to the second floor. But Willis’s grip was slipping. He was afraid that he might fall on his mother. Seeing no other choice, he jumped, breaking his collarbone as he hit the ground. He struggled to his feet and tried to get back into the building to rescue his siblings, but neighbors held him back.

Meanwhile, Annie was still clinging to a ledge on the second floor. With the crowd below urging her to jump onto the pile of blankets, she let go, hitting the pile and injuring her legs. She and Willis were taken to Cook County Hospital in a fire department ambulance.

The four youngest Hickman children never made it out. They huddled together under the bed as the smoke and fire surrounded them and they lost consciousness.

 

The fire department alarm had rung at 11:43 p.m., alerting firefighters to a fire at 1733 West Washburne. The Chicago Police Department, also alerted, dispatched a patrol wagon and police car with two officers to the scene. Harry Nilson, chief of the Fifteenth Battalion of the Chicago Fire Department, made his way to the fire. When he arrived, he was overwhelmed by what he saw.

“It was a holocaust, it was one mass of fire rolling across the roof,” he later testified. By the time he arrived, Annie and Willis had already jumped to safety. The fire burned fast, but it was confined to the attic. Most of the building’s roof was destroyed. According to Nilson, it took only five minutes to put out the blaze. The charred, water-soaked attic was now an open space.

“The fire was of no consequence,” Nilson reported. “It was the life hazard there we had to cope with.”

As he climbed the stairs to the attic, Nilson must have had a terrible foreboding about what he would find. He knew from a previous  inspection that children lived in this attic, and four of the Hickman children were missing.

In the attic’s front room, firefighters lifted the charred remnants of a mattress to discover the bodies of the four Hickman children. Lester had obviously tried to shield the younger ones from the flames—his body lay over theirs. Even for the most hardened of firefighters it was a difficult sight.

Nilson removed the bodies of the children, and they were carried downstairs and placed in a wagon. The police found clothing for Charles Hickman and took him to the morgue to identify his siblings—Annie and Willis were being treated for their injuries.

 

James Hickman was working the night shift at Wisconsin Steel on the Far South Side of the city when the fire started. Just before 4:00 a.m., a supervisor told him that the Chicago police had called to say there was “trouble” in his home and he should leave work right away.

“I didn’t get no notice at all about no fire on the job,” he explained later. The message “just said to me to go to the police station, that I had some trouble in my home.”

He was told to report to the police station in the 2200 block of South Dearborn. Taking the No. 5 Cottage Grove bus, James got off where the bus conductor told him he would find the police station. But after wandering around for some time, he could not find it. Confused and frustrated, at around 7:00 a.m. he decided to head home and jumped onto a streetcar on Roosevelt Road. As he approached his building, he saw immediately what the trouble was. James started to enter, but police officers stopped him. Then a neighbor approached and told him the tragic news.

“Mr. Hickman, I hate to tell you this, four of your children is burnt to death.”

Six months later, James Hickman would shoot and kill his landlord, David Coleman. By the end of the year, he would be on trial for murder.






 



“She was born in June and she was beautiful.”
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“We was very anxious to get up north”

James Hickman, son of Charles and Ida Hickman, was born on February 19, 1907, in the countryside near the town of Louisville, located in Winston County in east-central Mississippi. Winston County was a thinly populated region where most people’s livelihoods revolved around agriculture and timber. The land had originally belonged to the Choctaw Nation but was ceded to the United States in 1830 under the Treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek—the first removal treaty carried out under President Andrew Jackson’s Indian Removal Act. Though the Civil War had destroyed slavery in Mississippi, the free Black population found themselves without land, subject to the whims of the white planter class—still the largest landowner in the South. Without land of their own, Blacks were forced to work as field hands, tenants, and sharecroppers. The white southern planter, reported one Mississippi newspaper in 1905, was still “lord of all he surveys.”

The Hickman family lived a life typical of many Blacks in the post-bellum Deep South. They were sharecroppers and raised cotton and corn. Under the sharecropping system, the landowner supplied seed, tools, and  animals, while the tenant supplied labor and shared half the crop with the owner. This system forced the tenants to put their whole family to work, young and old alike.

The little that sharecropping families could make from their arduous labors was almost always gone by the end of the year. It was almost impossible for a sharecropping family to save enough to tide them over throughout the season. During the growing season tenants were forced to mortgage their future crops to landlords and merchants in exchange for advances in cash and goods, and landlords routinely shortchanged their tenants. During the so-called slack season every able-bodied member of the family scrambled for additional income—hunting and fishing on the side to put food on the table. But hunger and want were constantly at the door.

The Hickmans’ living conditions were spartan at best. James described the family home where he spent his childhood as “a four-room shack.” James was the youngest in his family. He had two older brothers, Forest, who died in his teens, and Charles Jr. Like the children of all sharecropping families, the Hickman children went to work at an early age. James was ten years old when he started working in the fields.

When he was twelve, James experienced a religious awakening, and he remained deeply religious for the rest of his life. After his parents separated when he was fourteen, he stayed with his mother. The need for an income forced him to leave school to support her.

At sixteen, he met and married a girl from a nearby sharecropper family, Annie Davis. The two would remain lifelong partners. In 1924, James and Annie’s first child, Arlena, was born. Having a child always has a life-changing effect on new parents. In James Hickman’s case, his children’s health and future were integrally tied to his religious beliefs. After Arlena was born, he made a solemn pledge to God.

“I was the head of this family and to make a support for them, I was a guardian to see them as long as the days I should live on the land.” He was seventeen at the time. Eight more children were to follow.

The Hickmans moved from farm to farm in Mississippi, trying to get a slightly better deal from each farmer they sharecropped for. They  moved to Fearn Springs, still in Winston County, named for the abundance of ferns (though spelled with an added a) in the area by the first non–Native American settlers. The land is hilly and was nicknamed “the Skillet” because of its resemblance to an old-fashioned frying pan. Fearn Springs was a tiny community with a few small churches and a US post office that was part of a general store.

In Fearn Springs the Hickmans started picking cotton. But sharecropping was a game that the sharecropper couldn’t win, despite the long days and the enormous physical effort it required. James remembered how the whole setup worked against people like him: “The landlord furnished everything. But you pays for it. And he don’t work.” One year the Hickmans made only twenty-eight dollars.

Eventually they picked up and moved west to Bolivar County in the Mississippi Delta, where three out of four people were Black. They sharecropped in the delta for seventeen years, but despite the hard work during those long years, Annie lamented, “We could never own the land.”

There was a sharp racial divide between those who owned land and those who sharecropped it in Bolivar County. In 1930, whites owned well over 90 percent of the land, and 98 percent of Black farmers were sharecroppers. While slavery had been abolished, the sharecropping system amounted to a new form of servitude where insurmountable debt and the threat of the whip still served in many places to keep Black workers in line. “Under sharecropping and the crop lien,” writes historian Neil R. McMillen, “the essential socio-economic patterns of antebellum agriculture survived.” The plantation system had simply been reorganized along new lines, and “the great mass of Black agricultural workers remained a dependent, propertyless peasantry, nominally free, but ensnared by poverty, ignorance, and the new servitude of tenantry.”

The “best” year the Hickmans had in Bolivar County was in 1942, during the boom years of the Second World War, when they made a grand total of $935.

When Annie and James Hickman’s children turned eight or nine, they started working in the fields, rarely attending school for more than  four or five months and frequently as little as one month a year. The landlords frowned on sharecroppers’ children going to school. James Hickman recalled one time that the landlord appeared and started “a-grumbling.” He barked at Hickman that there was grass growing in the field and he should get his kids out there to weed it. If Hickman didn’t, the landlord would hire someone and payment would come out of Hickman’s pocket.

“Work is all they look for you to do,” Hickman lamented. “They don’t look for no school. The plow and such’ll keep knowledge out of a person’s head.”

The Hickmans were fighting an uphill battle. Blacks who attempted to better their condition by purchasing their own land or educating themselves were looked upon suspiciously by whites. “Tenants who aspired to raise their own cotton on their own land were unwelcome role models for other field hands,” writes McMillen, “and their very ambition was evidence that they had ideas beyond their station.” Various roadblocks, including loan discrimination and vigilante violence, were used to discourage Blacks from owning land.

The future looked bleak for the Hickman family. Like many Black families, they began to think of escaping the miserable life of sharecropping by migrating north to Chicago.

“We was very anxious to get up north where they [the children] had the opportunity to go to school and all these privileges,” Annie remembered.

 

After the long bleak years of the Great Depression, prosperity returned to Chicago and the country as a whole with US entry into the Second World War. Chicago’s steel mills, meatpacking companies, and manufacturing industries began to run at full capacity in support of the war effort. The war also gave new impetus to the migration of southern Blacks—which had begun just before the First World War—by the millions to the industrial cities of the North, such as Pittsburgh and Detroit. Chicago, however, held a special attraction for southern migrants. “The mecca was Chicago,” declared one Black Mississippian. Chicago was the  transportation hub of the country, with rail lines that ran into every national region. It was especially accessible from the South, as the tracks of the Illinois Central Railroad ran through rural Kentucky, Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana. The Chicago Defender, the well-known Black newspaper in Chicago, was widely distributed in the Black South by Pullman porters. The Defender had been encouraging Black migration to the North for decades.

A young Richard Wright, who would become the premier Black writer of his generation and the author of Native Son, arrived in the great metropolis of the Midwest in 1927. He captured the excitement and uncertainty of newly arrived Black sharecroppers in his 12 Million Black Voices, published in 1941.

“Coming north for a Negro sharecropper involves more strangeness than going to another country.” Newly arrived southern Blacks at first had difficulty understanding the speech of the residents of the polyglot city. “The slow southern drawl . . . is superseded by clipped Yankee phrases, phrases spoken with such rapidity and neutrality that we, with our slow ears, have difficulty in understanding.” The variety of European immigrants he mingled with dazzled Wright: “Poles, Germans, Swedes, and Italians—we never dreamed that there were so many people in the World!”

Absent were the familiar “For Colored” and “For White” signs that hung over public accommodations throughout the South. But migrants did encounter familiar bigotry and racist violence. In 1919, Chicago had been the scene of one of the worst race riots in the country during the so-called Red Summer. Thirty-eight people died (twenty-three Blacks and fifteen whites), and 537 were injured (two-thirds of these African American), with nearly a thousand residents, mostly Blacks, left homeless by arson.

Housing, however, was the particular sore point for Blacks arriving in Chicago. Many were forced to live in “kitchenettes”: dilapidated one-room apartments that in many cases had no heat, electricity, or running water. Wright was furious that so many of his people were forced to live in such hovels. Voices includes eight pages of painful photographs and angry prose describing the indescribable conditions in kitchenettes: When the white folks move, the Bosses of the Buildings let [rent] the property to us at rentals higher than those the whites paid.

Sometimes five or six of us live in a one-room kitchenette, a place where simple folk such as we should never be held captive. A war sets up in our emotions: one part of our feelings tells us that it is good to be in the city, that we have a chance at life here, that we need but turn a corner to become a stranger, that we no longer need bow and dodge at the sight of the Lords of the Land. Another part of our feelings tells us that, in terms of worry and strain, the cost of living in the kitchenettes is too high, that the city heaps too much responsibility upon us and gives too little security in return.

The kitchenette is the author of the glad tidings that the new suckers are in town, ready to be cheated, plundered, and put in their places.

The kitchenette is our prison, our death sentence without a trial, the new form of violence that assaults not only the lone individual, but all of us, in its ceaseless attacks.

The kitchenette, with its filth and foul air, with its one toilet for thirty or more tenants, kills our black babies so fast that in many cities twice as many of them die as white babies.

The kitchenette is the seed bed for scarlet fever, dysentery, typhoid, tuberculosis, gonorrhea, syphillis, pneumonia, and malnutrition.

The kitchenette is the funnel through which our pulverized lives flow to ruin and death on the city pavements, at a profit.





Richard Wright wrote these words before the wartime and postwar conversion of another eighty thousand multiroom apartments into singleroom kitchenettes in Chicago.

 

In April 1944, two months before the Allied invasion of France, James Hickman received his induction notice into the US Navy. But at the last minute he was told not to report for duty because of his age. The military had stopped drafting men older than thirty-six, and James was thirty-seven. He went ahead to Chicago for ten months and worked in a war plant, living with his daughter Arlena. The first member of the family to leave Mississippi, Arlena had married and moved north, where her husband found a job in the Chicago stockyards made internationally infamous by Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle.

Meanwhile the Hickmans’ eldest son, Willis, was drafted into the army. James returned to Mississippi, and he and Annie decided that they would leave the state and permanently settle in Chicago. He would go first and bring his family up once he found a job and a place for them to live. James was deeply attached to his youngest children, whose future, he believed, was divinely touched. “These youngest children—I had told them all one night—‘It seems like I can see a future for you.’ I see in those four children that they possibly would be great men and great women some day . . . I had a vision and the spirit said they would be great.”

Back in Chicago, James found a job at Wisconsin Steel on the Far South Side, near the Indiana border. It had originally been known as Brown’s Iron and Steel Company, named for its founder, Joseph H. Brown. The mill was built in 1875 on swampland on the west bank of the Calumet River. In 1902, International Harvester bought Brown’s Iron and Steel and renamed it Wisconsin Steel. It supplied steel for International Harvester’s truck and farm equipment operations. Over the years the mill expanded, eventually taking up nearly 260 acres of land. It was a massive complex.

For the first quarter of the twentieth century, Wisconsin Steel hired only workers of European descent. This contrasted sharply with the steel industry nationally. By 1920, more than 16 percent of the workforce in steel was African American. It wasn’t until 1926 that Wisconsin Steel began hiring Mexican workers. But its managers still refused to hire Blacks, even though its parent company, International Harvester, hired them at its other facilities. During the Second World War, the US Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) finally forced Wisconsin Steel to start hiring Black workers. The FEPC had been a direct product of African American labor leader A. Philip Randolph’s threatened March on Washington, which had wrenched from a reluctant Franklin Roosevelt a presidential executive order banning discrimination in war plants.

James Hickman started working in the Wisconsin Steel mill in spring 1945 as the war was drawing to a close. Work in a steel mill had a certain kind of glamour then, along with obvious danger. There was a strange and terrible beauty to making steel. It was like working inside a volcano. A 1910 description captures its allure:The very size of things—the immensity of the tools, the scale of production—grips the mind with an overwhelming sense of power. Blast furnaces, eighty, ninety, one hundred feet tall, gaunt and insatiable, are continually gaping to admit ton after ton of ore, fuel, and stone. Bessemer converters dazzle the eye with leaping flames. Steel ingots at white heat, weighing thousands of pounds, are carried from place to place and tossed about like toys. Electric cranes pick up steel rails or fifty-foot girders as jauntily as if their tons were ounces.





For a whole generation of Black workers from the rural South, working in a steel mill was like being catapulted from the Middle Ages into the modern world overnight. Hickman was assigned to guiding hot steel as it came off the hotbed. He would have to catch it with a hook as it rolled out and turn it 90 degrees to continue down the line. It was very physically demanding and dangerous work. The danger came from the deadly red-hot heat that burned one’s flesh, and from the steel’s potential to run off the rolls. Hickman was paid about $1.25 an hour.

In spite of the danger, working at Wisconsin Steel was a big step up from sharecropping. “I could see what I was gittin’. On the farm I’d be charged for a lot of things, I couldn’t see what it was for. In the factory work it come to my hand.”

Willis served eighteen months in the military before he received a medical discharge. He left for Chicago and began working as a mail handler at the mammoth US Post Office at Van Buren and Canal, west of the Loop.

James, meanwhile, was in a long, frustrating search for housing for his family. At this time the overwhelming bulk of the city’s Black population was confined to a narrow sliver of land on the South Side, beginning at Twenty-Second Street (now Cermak) and stretching to Sixty-Second Street  between Wentworth and Cottage Grove Avenues. The boundaries of the South Side ghetto were walled off by restrictive “covenants,” deals between white homeowners and large institutions stipulating that only whites could buy homes in certain areas. During the First World War the Chicago Real Estate Board had promoted racially restrictive covenants to YMCAs, churches, women’s clubs, the many chambers of commerce, and property owners’ associations as a way of “protecting” the value of their property from incoming Black families. By the mid-1940s restrictive covenants covered as much as 80 percent of Chicago’s residential areas.

The Great Depression followed by wartime rationing meant that by the late 1940s little new residential housing had been built in Chicago. In 1940, 75 percent of Chicago’s Black population still lived on the South Side, where the population density in some wards was almost eighty thousand per square mile. It was, however, impossible to hermetically seal up Blacks in the South Side ghetto. In the 1920s they had begun to move into the city’s West Side, where they faced the same problems they had on the South Side—overcrowded, dilapidated, ratinfested housing.

In the course of the 1920s, as Jews left the area around Maxwell Street, Blacks moved in to replace them. In many cases it wasn’t simply a question of one ethnic or racial group replacing another as the latter climbed the economic ladder. Big real-estate moguls like Sam Homan bought large apartment buildings such as 940–42 West Ohio in Chicago’s Little Italy in the early 1940s. He evicted the mostly Italian American residents, cut up the building into smaller apartments with common kitchens and bathrooms, and replaced the previous tenants with Blacks, to whom he charged higher rents. Homan’s tactics fanned the flames of racial animosity while reaping a handsome profit. He wasn’t alone in doing this. The already overcrowded housing for Chicago’s Black community was reaching a crisis situation when it was further exacerbated by the wartime influx of over sixty thousand more Black workers seeking employment in the region’s booming mass-production industries. This migration to Chicago continued after the war.

James Hickman worked at night and would leave the mill around 7:00 a.m. It was a long trek from Wisconsin Steel back to the central city. “I would leave the job, and just ride, hunting for a place for my folks,” he later recalled. Chicago had an extensive streetcar network that extended into most of its residential and industrial neighborhoods. “Ride and ride, walk and walk. I’d knock on a door and ask. Workin’ and lookin’.” While new to the city, he wandered into faraway racially segregated neighborhoods. “Sometimes I’d get where they wasn’t nothin’ but white folks, I’d be the only colored man walkin’ down the street. I’d see houses and I didn’t know who was living there till I’d knock on the door and they’d say white folks only. They’d tell me which hundred block was for colored. I’d catch the [street] car and go back an’ get off there.” It is a miracle that racist whites didn’t physically assault him and that he wasn’t harassed or arrested by Chicago’s notoriously racist cops.

Hickman came across plenty of empty apartments for rent. “But they didn’t want nobody with children.” The housing crunch for Blacks was made worse by the arrival of returning veterans after the war ended. When Blacks tried to move out of the ghetto into predominantly white communities, they faced mob violence. In 1946, for example, a mob of up to three thousand whites rioted to prevent Blacks from moving into temporary housing for veterans on the Southwest Side. Four hundred eighty-five racial housing–related incidents were reported to the Chicago Commission on Human Relations between 1945 and 1950.

The indignities that Hickman suffered began to mount. A public housing project refused him because he had too large a family for its facilities. Real estate offices took his money with promises of finding him housing and found nothing for him. In January 1946 Hickman finally thought he had found a place and brought the whole family up from Mississippi. The wife, the kids, the furniture, and everything else showed up within a day or two of each other. At the last minute, the apartment rental fell through. What were they to do? They crammed themselves into Arlena’s apartment, but when her landlord found out how many people were staying there, he told them they had to leave.

In the middle of August, Arlena heard of a possible vacancy at 2720 South Prairie, a building that accepted large families. James and Annie were so anxiously eager that they took a cab there, a luxury that most Blacks couldn’t afford. They discovered that no apartment was available at that address, but the man they met at the front door, David Coleman, said that he had an apartment for them on the West Side.

David Coleman, his mother, his wife Sylvestra, and their two children lived at 2720 South Prairie, “a stone relic of Gold Coast splendor.” Percy Brown, Coleman’s half-brother, also lived in the same building. After the Great Fire of 1871, the rich and powerful had built opulent mansions on Prairie Avenue, including railroad car manufacturer George Pullman and meatpacking pioneer Phillip Armour. It was considered one of the most fashionable neighborhoods in the city, but as the nineteenth century became the twentieth, the rich gradually abandoned their grand homes there for cooler, larger mansions on the north shore of the city. The area became part of the north segment of the South Side Black ghetto. The former stately drawing rooms of the city’s elite, and even their butler’s pantries, were converted into apartments for Black migrants from the South.

Coleman was a solidly built twenty-five-year-old man in the prime of his life when James Hickman came knocking on his door looking for an apartment. He had been born in a railroad flag stop in the Mississippi Delta on January 22, 1922. Found most often in rural areas, flag stops were rail stations where trains stopped only if there were passengers to be picked up or dropped off. George Coleman, David’s father, was a sharecropper, and the family suffered many of the hardships that other sharecropping families faced. David was the youngest of eleven children, all but three of whom died when they were infants. “They just died, I don’t know of what,” David Coleman’s mother sadly recalled. Coleman grew up in a setting similar to Hickman’s early home—in fact, only a few miles from him when the Hickmans lived in the delta. Coleman’s mother separated from her first husband and met another man named Brown, with whom she had one son, Percy. David started working in the fields when  he was twelve years old. He eventually left the fields and became a truck driver. David Coleman married and in 1943 drove his family—his mother, his half-brother, his wife, and their first child—to Chicago, “lured by [the same] tales of freedom and high wartime wages” as the Hickmans.

Chicago was at first a more welcoming city to the Colemans than it was later to the Hickmans. They had arrived when the housing crisis, while terrible, was not as insurmountable as it would be when James Hickman arrived in 1945. David found a job as a mechanic, and Percy started a one-man cab company based in Bronzeville, Chicago’s best-known Black neighborhood and home to many Black businesses, advocacy groups, and cultural institutions.

Things seemed to be going in the right direction for the Colemans. “We had a good job and a place to live. No one can do better,” David’s mother fondly remembered. But his ambitions grew larger the longer he was in Chicago. He wanted to be more than a just a laborer; he wanted to be a businessman. He started dressing like one. Then tragedy struck. David’s first wife died while giving birth to their second child. Soon afterward he met and married Sylvestra. The death of his first wife seems to have pushed him even harder to succeed. He trained as a welder and at one point earned $2.10 an hour, a very good wage. But this wasn’t enough for his ambitions. He decided that the best route to prosperity would be to own property.

It is not exactly known how David Coleman met Mary Porter Adams, but she would prove to be as fateful for him as he was for James Hickman. Mary Adams was an African American social worker who owned, with her husband, several pieces of property, including a four-story apartment building at 1733 West Washburne. In July 1946, Coleman bought the Washburne property “on contract” from Adams for a total of eight thousand dollars with a three-hundred-dollar down payment. The balance would be paid in monthly installments. Coleman in effect was leasing the property from Adams. He would collect the rents and was responsible for the maintenance of the property, but Adams remained in ultimate control of the building. Why did she lease the building to Coleman? It appears  to have been in order to have someone else deal with her increasingly combative tenants. Living conditions in the 1733 West Washburne building were terrible, and the tenants used all legal means available to pressure Adams to fix them.

Julia Rogers was the most vocal and feisty of the building tenants. She later testified that they had been “having lots of trouble with our landlord [Mary Adams] there ever since she has had the place, and she really wants us out, and the whole building has just been having fights and fusses with her.” She lived in the second-floor rear apartment with her husband, Elgin Rogers, their two young children, and her brother, who had been recently discharged from the army.

Albert Jones and his family of ten lived in four tiny rooms in the front of the basement—three rooms served as bedrooms and one as a kitchen. All the tenants had problems with David Coleman and Mary Adams. Julia Rogers and other tenants had a heated confrontation with Adams after running into her at the Office of Price Administration (OPA), the mammoth federal agency created during the Second World War to regulate prices, including rents.

On any given day, the OPA’s office in the Loop was packed with hundreds of renters, housewives, landlords, and an assorted variety of businessmen battling over price and rent increases. Rogers and a group of tenants saw Adams in the hallway outside a hearing room, where they demanded to know what she was going to do about the unsafe conditions in her building. Rogers pointedly asked Adams whether she cared at all about the safety of the children living there. “She said that the place was not her concern and our children was not her concern. It was just our troubles.”

The situation got worse for the tenants after Coleman took over. In July 1946, Coleman made his first appearance at the building. He showed up midmorning with a small group of carpenters and construction material. Almost all the male tenants were at work. Julia Rogers went outside to see who was in charge. She asked Coleman who he was, and he declared himself to be the landlord. Rogers smelled a rat. Coleman said he was there to do some repair work. Right away  she suspected that he and his men were there to cut the apartments into kitchenettes.

Rogers called out all the women in the building, and they stopped Coleman and his men from entering. Coleman tried several more times but was foiled each time by Rogers and the others. “We didn’t let him in. Every time he came in, we would get out in the hall. He would always know we were just women at home, and we’d go out there and stick together.” Coleman became enraged.

Rogers ran into him another morning as she was going down the steps to the second floor. He had been hoping to catch her alone. He stopped her on the stairwell and announced, “Well, I will get you out if it takes fire.”

James and Annie Hickman were unaware of any of this when they took a streetcar with David Coleman to 1733 West Washburne. Coleman first showed them a basement apartment for fifty dollars a month. “The water was half a leg deep in the basement . . . no windows, no lights, no nothing in there.” Hickman declined the basement apartment. Coleman quickly offered him an attic apartment for six dollars a week until a space on the second floor became free at the beginning of September.

“We walked up the stairs. It was so dark,” Hickman later testified, “we almost had to feel our way.”

It was a small attic room that adults could barely stand up in, and there was no electricity, no gas, and only one window. But the Hickmans needed shelter for their children. So despite their reservations, they told Coleman that they would take the attic space with the expectation that the second-floor apartment would be theirs soon. They gave Coleman one hundred dollars in advance and moved in on August 21, 1946.

The Hickmans moved in during a mild break in the usual sweltering summer weather that envelops Chicago. The apartment was 25 by 15 feet, with two beds separated by a narrow aisle. Annie and James shared one bed, and the four youngest children, Lester, Elzina, Sylvester, and Velvina, shared the other. With only one small window for ventilation and with the sun beating down on the roof all day, it was a suffocating place.

“No owner, lessee, or keeper of any tenement, house, lodging house, or boarding house shall cause or allow the same to be to be overcrowded, or cause or allow so great a number of persons to dwell, be or sleep in any such house, or any portion thereof to cause any danger or detriment to health,” read the Municipal Code of Chicago at the time. Six persons in one room was clearly a serious code violation. Given the lack of electricity and running water, the Hickmans had to go down to the floor below them to get water from a neighbor to cook and clean with; they cooked on a Kenmore two-burner stove a few footsteps from their beds. At a local store James bought two lamps to light the room, both fueled by kerosene. A two-foot-wide stairwell connected the third floor to the attic, which had been cut up into three one-room apartments. There was no fire escape.

“I don’t like this place,” James told Annie when they first saw it. “I don’t either,” she told him, “but surely we can stay here, because we ain’t got no place.”

Nine days came and went, and there was no word from Coleman about their moving into the promised second-floor apartment, so Hickman decided to go looking for him. He found Coleman at his home and was told that this apartment wouldn’t be available until September 18, more than two weeks away. Hickman knew that something wasn’t right, but he had no choice but to wait. September 18 came and went, and the apartment still wasn’t available. He again went to confront Coleman and demanded his hundred-dollar deposit back so he could look for another place. If he didn’t get it, he said, he would have Coleman arrested. “I won’t pay you,” Coleman barked. Hickman then threatened to take Coleman to court. At this point Coleman threatened to burn Hickman and his family out. “He said he had a man on the East Side ready to burn the place up if I had him arrested,” Hickman later reported. “He said go ahead and have me arrested, I would be sorry.”

Annie and James talked the situation over and decided that they had no choice but to go to the police. This was a difficult decision for a Black couple new to the city. In Mississippi, where they had lived most of their lives, the police and county sheriffs were to be avoided at all costs. They  were the ones, in most cases, who led the lynch mobs, robbed Blacks at gunpoint, and enforced the plantation bosses’ rules. The Chicago police were no less brutal, corrupt, and disrespectful to Black people, but Annie and James didn’t want to be swindled out of their deposit. And now Coleman was threatening to burn them out. They were clearly dealing with a dangerous man.

Together they went to the local police station and took out a warrant for David Coleman’s arrest. Nothing happened. The police never acted on the warrant. Coleman was not arrested, the Hickmans never got their money back, and they remained stuck in the one-room attic apartment. James Hickman believed that Mary Adams had hired Coleman to intimidate her tenants, “to beat the people out of their money.”

David Coleman seemed to be under enormous pressure to accumulate a large amount of money fast. In October, he “leased” the basement front apartment to Albert Jones for a year. Jones paid him three hundred dollars in advance, the equivalent of six months’ rent. Coleman told him he could move in on October 7, but when Jones tried to do so, he was told to wait until October 10. On that day Jones was told once again that the apartment wasn’t available. Angry and needing a place for his large family of ten, Jones ignored Coleman and moved in on October 11. The apartment was in terrible shape.

“I didn’t have no lights, no water, no nothing,” Albert Jones later testified. The toilets froze in the cold weather. Coleman made no repairs to the apartment, despite repeated demands by Jones. Frustrated, Jones decided to call the police, hoping they would do something. Two cops arrived in a squad car, went in, and looked around the basement as Jones explained that Coleman had taken his money and was not repairing anything. The cops shook their heads, told Jones that Coleman had fleeced him and the place “was awful,” but did nothing else.

Coleman subsequently tried to lease the entire building to an Anthony Barnett, who paid him $425. Barnett soon discovered that Coleman had leased the basement to Jones and that Hickman had a claim against him for a hundred dollars, so he went to the police and had a warrant sworn  out on him. Coleman began to fall behind on his own monthly payments to Adams at the same time. Where was all the money going?

Winter was fast approaching, and temperatures were dropping. Fires started breaking out across the city because of ill-maintained and dangerous heating systems. On November 19, a week before Thanksgiving, a small fire broke out in the rear end of the Washburne building’s basement, dangerously close to Albert Jones’s family. Everyone fled out into the cold as the Chicago Fire Department put out the blaze. No one was injured.

Afterward the whole building was inspected from top to bottom by fire officials on the scene. Chief Harry Nilson of the Chicago Fire Department’s Fifteenth Battalion was shocked at the conditions he found throughout the building. He noted that there was no water or gas in the building and only “some electrical.” Nilson walked up to the attic while the last of the smoke of the basement fire was still hanging in the air. He found three small rooms with furniture and clothing. Large families were obviously living in each of them. He went outside and asked how many people lived in the attic, and was told there were three families—seven persons in the back, eight in the center, and six (the Hickmans) in the front, for a total of twenty-one people. Nilson told all of them that this was too dangerous a place to live. After receiving this warning, two families moved out. The Hickmans, having no place to go, remained in the attic.

Nilson was a veteran firefighter and had seen many fires and needless deaths during his career. He sat down with Annie Hickman in her attic room and pointed to the window, telling her that in the event of another fire, she should climb out the window, hang there, and wait for a fire-department ladder. Nilson notified the city’s building department and the fire prevention bureau of the unsafe conditions he had discovered.

The building department inspected 1733 West Washburne in early December 1946 and ordered Mary Adams to make repairs and remove trash, lumber, and other potentially combustible material from the premises. City building inspectors returned again a few weeks later and ordered Adams and Coleman to reduce the illegal overcrowding of many apartments, exterminate rats, and repair the plumbing. On December 27  David Coleman was served notice to correct seven code violations and to “place premises in habitable condition or vacate same.” Coleman and Adams ignored the citations. There were no follow-up inspections by the building department, despite repeated complaints from the tenants that nothing had been fixed or replaced.

The new year brought no relief to the building’s residents or to the thousands of other Chicagoans living in similar conditions. Black Chicago was in danger of burning down from landlord greed and neglect.

On January 12, a Sunday, another small fire broke out in the chimney of 1733 West Washburne. The fire department returned to put it out. Julia Rogers, the most vocal of the tenants, called Mary Adams to tell her about the fire and demand that she fix the broken water pipes. No one in the building had any running water.

“We all have children,” Rogers told Adams, hoping that this might draw some sympathy from her. But Adams said this was “not her concern.” Furious, Rogers told Adams that the tenants would fix the broken pipes themselves. Adams threatened to have them arrested. Elgin Rogers, Julia’s husband, then got on the phone.

“Is there anything you can do for us?” he asked.

“Well, you all not paying enough rent here,” Adams snapped. “I can rent this place for fifty dollars a month if I got you people out of there . . . instead of eleven dollars.”

Rogers was filled with anger and contempt.

“I’m not going to fix anything,” Adams told him. “Get out.”

The fires made the remaining residents more fearful. It was a wonder that anyone could sleep at night. James Hickman confided to Annie that he was afraid “this building is liable to go down at any time.” The threat David Coleman had made months earlier was still in his mind. Coleman and Adams had so far successfully avoided all efforts to make them comply with the most basic building, health, and safety codes, and no one seemed to be able to hold them accountable. The Hickmans were now the only family still living in the attic. The other two rooms were empty save for a bed frame and some clothes in  the center room. The narrow wooden staircase connecting the third floor to the attic was the Hickmans’ tenuous lifeline if they had to flee the building in an emergency.

Late at night while everyone slept, during the second week of January, Annie was awakened on three separate nights by the sound of someone slowly creeping up and down the stairs to the attic. She was too frightened to go out into the hall and see who it was. The stairs and the hall had no lighting, so whoever it was must have been sure of their footing. James was working the day shift that week from seven in the morning to three in the afternoon, and was at home at night.

“Didn’t you hear somebody tipping up the stairs to the door and tipping down?” Annie asked James.

“I wonder what they are up to,” James worried.

Then, revealing what he feared most, he asked her, “Do you reckon that somebody would burn us up here?”

To calm him down, she quickly said no.

To safeguard the family, Annie and James started having their eldest sons stay with them, especially when James was at work. Charles Hickman was nineteen and had been laid off from work since Christmas. Willis Hickman was working as a mail handler at the massive US Post Office at Van Buren and Canal Streets. The addition of the two older sons made the small room even more cramped, but it brought some comfort to Annie and the youngest children.

On the night of January 16, 1947, Willis didn’t get to 1733 West Washburne until after 8:00 p.m.—he had stopped to get a haircut. He helped his youngest brothers and sisters with their school lessons. After James left for work that night, the rest of the family prepared for bed. They turned off the stove and the two lamps and locked the door. Annie and the youngest children accommodated themselves in one bed, Willis and Charles in the other. It was nearly 10:00 p.m.

 

Notified at 3:50 a.m.—several hours after the fire had overcome his four youngest children—that there was “trouble,” James Hickman did not  make it home until it was already light outside. When he tried to walk upstairs, police officers on the scene told him that he could not go up.

“Man, you tell me I can’t go up there, what’s the trouble? I am James Hickman. I live there.”

The cops asked him what floor he lived on and told him that there had been a big fire in the attic. Hickman asked where his family was, and the officers said they didn’t know. That was when a neighbor told him four of his children were dead. James immediately recalled Coleman’s threat to burn them out. He began to pace back and forth and fell silent. Tears welled up in his eyes. The neighbor thought Hickman “looked pretty bad, like he was losing his mind.”
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