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Series Editors’ Foreword

In the field of oral history, Kentucky is a national leader. Over the past several decades, tens of thousands of its citizens have been interviewed. The Kentucky Remembered series brings into print the most important of those collections, with each volume focusing on a particular subject.

Oral history is, of course, only one type of source material. Yet by the very personal nature of recollection, hidden aspects of history are often disclosed. Oral sources provide a vital thread in the rich fabric that is Kentucky history.

Crawfish Bottom: Recovering a Lost Kentucky Community, the tenth volume in the series, focuses on the history and culture of a vibrant neighborhood within Kentucky’s capital city, Frankfort. Through oral history interviews, Doug Boyd reclaims the stories of Crawfish Bottom and introduces readers to a lost-but-not-forgotten community, whose history has been told and retold by outsiders.

Oral history at its best not only preserves stories but also contextualizes and frames them in a historical context. Boyd brings the skills of an oral history theorist to these essential tasks as he analyzes the crosscurrents of race, class, and community in Crawfish Bottom, while also preserving an important segment of Frankfort’s rich history. His work provides a framework for implementing similar studies in communities everywhere.

James C. Klotter
Terry L. Birdwhistell


Foreword

Scholars, writers, and poets have spilt gallons of ink musing about the “sense of place” that pervades the American South. This southern sense of place, alas, is more often asserted than demonstrated. A skeptic might point out that the people of Maine, New Mexico, Wyoming, Oklahoma, and every other region in the United States purportedly also have powerful attachments to place. So when we refer to a southern sense of place, what exactly do we have in mind? What distinguishes southerners’ attachment to their place?

For many commentators, a sense of place is virtually innate and seemingly essential, as though it were in the blood at birth of those lucky enough to possess it. Paul Greenberg, a conservative columnist and editorialist in Arkansas, has written that sense of place has to do with “identity, with roots sunk deep not just in the land but in the language and look and feel, and maybe death, of a place. . . . Someone with a sense of place, all-informing and always present, . . . [is] anchored, secure, steady no matter which way the wind blows. In place. He may move, but he will not be moved.” But this notion of being rooted, anchored, cemented in a place and in a community drastically simplifies the lived experience of place.

Douglas A. Boyd’s Crawfish Bottom: Recovering a Lost Kentucky Community offers a much more compelling and sensitive meditation on place and its meaning(s). This book is a quietly ambitious work that, among other things, eloquently traces the ways that the residents of a community define their place and their relationship to it. While the book’s subject is an obscure neighborhood in a small Kentucky city, it speaks to much more than local history. It provides a model of how we—historians, folklorists, local activists, geographers, residents—can conscientiously reconstruct and appreciate the meaning of place, even a place that has been physically erased from the landscape.

One of the pleasures of this book is its cumulative creativity. After reading the first few pages, I thought I might be about to settle into a conventional oral history of urban renewal. (There is a small, poignant, but now familiar body of work that retells the tragic consequences of the wholesale destruction of communities in the name of urban renewal.) But Crawfish Bottom offers much more than that. Then I thought it might be a history of a colorful and vanished neighborhood. It is certainly that, but the book does many other things as well. And it does them with verve.

It is the rare multidisciplinary work that is more than a pastiche of ideas and approaches drawn from various fields of scholarship. Crawfish Bottom seamlessly weaves together history, folklore, and geography into an engaging, trenchant, and substantive whole. The book’s insights will be of interest to anyone who is intrigued by the way a sense of community emerges and evolves over time. While providing a fascinating account of the shifting boundaries of Crawfish Bottom, Boyd makes the abstraction of the “social construction of place” come alive. He explains how the absence of defined boundaries to the neighborhood meant that residents of Frankfort could and did set the boundaries according to their diverse notions of class, race, and community. When they did so, the residents revealed the complex and even contradictory ways in which they fashioned and sustained their sense of place.

In short, Boyd lays bare the sinews of community identity to which many scholars allude, but seldom excavate as fully or with comparable care. It is a testament to Boyd’s accomplishment that readers of Crawfish Bottom, who are most likely far removed in place and time from this little-known community, will develop a sense of—and an attachment to—a place that is now gone. By making this connection possible, Boyd reminds us of novelist William Faulkner’s wise observation that a gifted observer can tease deep and enduring truths from a “little postage stamp of native soil.”

W. Fitzhugh Brundage,
author of The Southern Past:
A Clash of Race and Memory


Acknowledgments

I would like to thank several individuals for their guidance and assistance in creating this book. First and foremost, this book would not have been possible without Jim Wallace and those community members who were willing to be interviewed for the project to share their important stories. Jim Wallace’s kindness, humility, and leadership have inspired me, and he is truly the “Luke Skywalker” of this story.

The Kentucky Oral History Commission, a program of the Kentucky Historical Society (KHS), first hired me and taught me much about oral history. The KHS has been an invaluable resource for me, housing the majority of the archival collections used for this book and employing many of the helpful and talented professionals who assisted in its creation. First, I’d like to thank Kim Lady Smith for giving me my start in archives and oral history. For help with the archival collections, many thanks go to Jen Duplaga, Gretchen Haney, Lynne Hollingsworth, Sarah Milligan, Nathan Prichard, Brenda Smith, Charlene Smith, and Mary Winter. Thanks also to Tom Appleton for editorial assistance while this was still a dissertation.

I have been very lucky to have incredible teachers both inside and outside of the classroom. My doctoral committee in the Department of Folklore and Ethnomusicology at Indiana University was incredibly supportive in guiding the intellectual direction of my early work. Thank you to John Bodnar, Sandy Dolby, John McDowell, and my mentor and good friend Henry Glassie. Henry inspires me as a scholar, an author, and a teacher, and I am grateful to him for sharing his wisdom over the years. Teachers at Denison University who had a profound influence on me include Dominick Consolo, John Kirby, James McMillan, and William Nichols. Finally, I must thank the greatest high school history teacher of all time, the late William Huber.

Those who gave me editorial feedback on this book include Brooke Bryan, Jim Klotter, Tracy K’Meyer, and Sara Admishani Price. Thanks especially to Liz Locke, who provided incredibly constructive feedback early on. Thank you as well to Sheila Mason for all of her assistance and to the late Thomas D. Clark for our conversations about his early writings on Crawfish Bottom. I am grateful to those who shared personal stories and photographs with me, including R. T. Brooks, Nell Cox, Charlene Ellis, and David Fallis. Thanks as well to Russ Hatter and Nicky Hughes at the Capital City Museum for all the work that they do in Frankfort.

I offer warm thanks to Terry Birdwhistell, dean of the University of Kentucky libraries, for his mentorship and friendship and for his editorial assistance on this book. Thank you to the University of Kentucky Libraries, to Deirdre Scaggs and UK Special Collections, and to the Louie B. Nunn Center for Oral History.

Finally, I thank my family and friends, who have been so supportive over the years. Specifically, I am grateful to my parents, Joe and Barbara Boyd, who supported me and gave me courage to follow my academic dreams.


Introduction

Reputation as History

Craw was a small neighborhood in North Frankfort, Kentucky, located on fifty acres of swampy land along the Kentucky River. Outsiders traditionally viewed Craw as the “bad” part of town, based on a long list of deeply embedded historical associations: violence, poverty, corruption, dirt, saloons, pool halls, whiskey, cockfights, disease, murders, gambling, bootlegging, prostitution, slums, and crime. This perception emerged in the decades following the Civil War and stigmatized Craw and its residents accordingly, until the neighborhood’s destruction at the hand of urban renewal in the late 1960s and the early 1970s. Even following the “slum clearance,” Craw’s reputation was deeply ingrained in Frankfort’s public perception of the neighborhood. In the minds of outsiders, this negative reputation was not only associated with dilapidated buildings or flooded streets but personalized, as it was directly applied to the former residents as well. As former Frankfort policeman G. T. Gill stated in a 1974 newspaper interview, “They were a rough class of people, who didn’t mind killing or being killed.”1

At least four blocks of the Craw neighborhood were originally included in James Wilkinson’s initial layout of Frankfort, Kentucky, in 1786. Craw’s boundaries were never considered official in that they varied by period and perspective. Lying along the northwestern corner of the city, Craw was informally bordered by the Kentucky River and Wilkinson Avenue to the west, the railroad tracks at Broadway to the south, Washington Street to the east, and Mero Street to the north, with Long Lane, Gashouse, and Catfish alleys and Clinton and Blanton streets making up the interior.2

Some called it “the Craw,” or just “Craw,” while others later called it “the Bottom,” or just “Bottom.” Each nickname derives from “Crawfish Bottom,” an earlier name allegedly recalling the presence of crayfish along the river. Recurrent flooding left the lowland soggy and unfit for construction, and little development took place in that section of the city before the Civil War. But war’s end brought freed men and women seeking inexpensive housing for their families. Increasing waves of immigration brought together poor families who could not afford housing in other parts of Frankfort. In time, Craw also became home to numerous indigent families from around the state whose mothers or fathers, husbands or wives, served sentences in the state penitentiary located just two blocks east of the neighborhood.

Until the 1960s, social boundaries contained Frankfort’s black residents to specific areas that included Normal Heights in the vicinity of Kentucky State Normal School (now Kentucky State University), rural communities such as Green Hill and Hickman Hill, various blocks of South Frankfort north of Fourth Street and east of Logan Street, and the portions of North Frankfort informally known as Craw or Bottom. The racial makeup of Craw, in 1956, was 60 percent black and 40 percent white. However, despite the large presence of white residents in the neighborhood, many white outsiders perceived the area as primarily a “black neighborhood.”

In many ways, the destructive flood of 1937 marked the beginning of the end of Craw as a neighborhood. Though the residents had experienced the devastations of flooding before, the 1937 flood pushed many beyond their limits. Tired of repeated disasters, some residents simply chose not to return to their homes, leaving many neighborhood buildings abandoned. In the years following, the neighborhood rapidly declined. The closing of the state reformatory in 1937 resulted in a major population decline as 2,273 inmates were relocated, along with their families.3 Although reform of the neighborhood’s perceived deficiencies and imperfections had been publicly solicited by Frankfort residents since the 1870s, the creation of the Frankfort Slum Clearance and Redevelopment Agency in March 1955 marked the official beginning of the end for the neighborhood.

The Frankfort League of Women Voters further provoked slum clearance efforts in 1955, when a study revealed that more than 22 percent of the arrests made in Frankfort in 1954 occurred in a three-block area of the neighborhood, that 14 percent of Franklin County’s victims of tuberculosis resided there, that 11 percent of fire alarms originated there, that almost 50 percent of those treated for venereal diseases lived in Craw, and finally, that the neighborhood generated only 2 percent of Frankfort’s property tax revenue.4 The 1956 “Structure and Family Survey” conducted by Scruggs and Hammond, a Lexington city-planning firm, compounded the neighborhood’s negative image by emphasizing the overall lack of running water, bathing facilities, and furnaces in a large percentage of the neighborhood dwellings. The report concluded that the majority of residents qualified for low-rent public housing.5 The slum clearance agency wrote dramatic descriptions of its findings: “In the worst part of Craw the houses were mere shacks, built of flimsy scrap material which kept out neither rats . . . mice, nor misery.”6 After a long and painfully bureaucratic process, urban renewal destroyed nearly every building within the fifty acres once known as “Crawfish Bottom.”

[image: Image]

View of the entire plaza on the location of the neighborhood following urban renewal (prior to the construction of the hotel). Fort Hill in the background. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

Folklorist and historian Charles Joyner writes that “all history is local history somewhere. . . . Still, no history, properly understood, is of merely local significance.”7 In many ways, the story of this neighborhood, in the lowlands of Frankfort, Kentucky, fits into a larger, national context of community struggles before, during, and after the social, economic, and psychological devastations of urban renewal. Labeled “slums” by city officials, countless poor, urban, and usually African American neighborhoods were systematically destroyed, scattering their inhabitants and replacing old dwellings and small businesses with commercial, industrial, and government buildings. Many of these areas were also working-class neighborhoods situated on flood-prone, low-lying land adjacent to a river and often referred to as “bottoms.” Kansas City’s “West Bottoms,” an industrial neighborhood situated along the Missouri, Cincinnati’s “Bottoms” district on the Ohio River, Alexandria’s “Bottoms” neighborhood on the Potomac, Columbus’s Franklinton (otherwise known as “The Bottoms”) situated on the Scioto and Olentangey rivers—all were also once working-class communities labeled “slums” by proponents of urban renewal and subsequently cleared between the 1950s and the 1970s.

[image: Image]

View of the plaza fountain and the State Office Tower on the location of the neighborhood following urban renewal. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

The North Frankfort Urban Renewal Project’s “slum clearance”—originally proposed as a five-year project with a tentative budget of $2 million—ultimately took fourteen years and more than $10 million to complete. Urban renewal destroyed 345 buildings and displaced 369 families. The Capital Plaza complex, consisting of an office tower, a parking garage, a YMCA, a civic center, and a federal building, rose from Craw’s ashes. The public housing once promised to the residents of the neighborhood, on the other hand, fell dramatically short of city leaders’ guarantees. Craw residents scattered throughout Frankfort, and the community known as Craw or the Bottom became a memory. However, Craw’s reputation did not die when the buildings were knocked down. In fact, following urban renewal, the neighborhood’s reputation thrived.

Historical examination of the years between 1870 and 1918 reveals strong evidence that Craw had earned, at least in part, its early reputation for crime, violence, gambling, prostitution, and poverty. The traces of historical data regarding the early perceptions and history of the neighborhood that appeared in Frankfort’s newspapers and the few brief, published paragraphs written by academic and local historians primarily document Craw’s criminal and impoverished character. The neighborhood’s bad reputation did not simply appear prima facie. It evolved through many years of extrinsic and intrinsic perceptions of symbolic events and individuals. Historians and local newspaper articles presented a monolithic and limited viewpoint privileging the perspective of neighborhood outsiders, focusing only on the extraordinary: people and events that rose above the routine performance of everyday life in the neighborhood. The resultant documentation mostly focused on the numerous criminal incidents that occurred, the dreadful poverty of the residents, and the repeated flooding of the neighborhood. The residents of this neighborhood observed the same extraordinary events and individuals presented by these narrowly focused newspaper accounts; they knew the long history of civic and moral sins committed within the neighborhood. However, residents perceived Craw from a perspective different from the view shaped by the reputation imposed upon them. Residents witnessed firsthand the unfolding of everyday life combining in the routine formation of community. They raised and educated children in Craw; went to work to earn their survival in Craw; passed the time with friends and family in Craw; worshipped, laughed, loved, and died and mourned together in Craw. Dominant reputations arise, however, creating the perception of consensus, thus reinforcing the views initially responsible for their existence. Through time, journalists and historians publicly represented the dominant reputation of Craw in print and, through repetition, created the perception of official truth. Thus, perception became reality as this negative reputation emerged as the neighborhood’s central historical narrative and shaped public and historical memory.

The communication of life stories, remembrances, and experiences among community members contributes to a growing body of shared individual memories. When experiences and perceptions move from the mind of the individual to the shared memories of the collective, a bond is forged based on these shared memories. From the repetition and reconstruction of shared memories emerges a sense of collective meaning, interpretation, and identity, which shapes and defines the worldviews of the participants involved. The result is the creation of public or community memories.8 The concept of community depends on much more than close geographic proximity, yet the physical closeness that a neighborhood provides presents a tangible context wherein the intangible constructs of community have an opportunity to thrive. The community as a construct, in the context of this study, greatly affects not only the ways in which former residents of the neighborhood and the Frankfort general public perceive their present realities, but also how they collectively perceive their past.9

Much has been written about the role of collective memory in the study of history. More recently, scholars from numerous disciplines have brought the complicated issue of “social memory studies” to the forefront of historical and social scientific dialogue.10 The notion of a collectivity, a community, or a nation “remembering” is indeed complex and problematic, for individual memory in itself is an elusive construct. Some scholars contend that only individuals can “remember.” Amos Funkenstein states, “Just as a nation cannot eat or dance, neither can it speak or remember.”11 However, from within the complicated structures of community, in this case a neighborhood, there clearly emerges a multitude of identities assigned to this neighborhood—collective identities based on patterns of memory—patterns based on both personal experiences and shared social perceptions of past symbolic realities.

Historian John Bodnar writes, “Public memory is shaped . . . by a combination of both official and vernacular expressions.”12 Close examination of the dynamics between dominant historical memory and the subordinated social memories of the former residents of this neighborhood reveals a power struggle for dominance, a struggle for permanence in the sphere of public memory. For a very long time, public memory in Frankfort heavily emphasized the official expressions that emerged from historical memory and ignored the less vocal, vernacular expressions emanating from social memory. Public memory is malleable and dynamic and subject to conscious and unconscious manipulations. For example, the physical destruction of Craw was not enough for Frankfort’s city leaders. White businessman, community leader, and vocal urban renewal advocate Farnham Dudgeon pointedly commented in 1965, “Today there are too many people thinking of the area as ‘the Craw.’ We have to overcome this stigma. . . . When our kids grow up they will never know ‘the Bottoms’ were there.”13

In order for public memory to be replaced, various processes must first be installed that function to induce a social forgetfulness resulting in a state of “collective amnesia.”14 Overemphasis of the more sensationalized historical or official memory in both the academic and the public spheres suppressed the memories of the collectivity that actually experienced life in the neighborhood. Dudgeon hoped that public memory would eventually forget the “stigma” of that neighborhood. And he was not alone: city leaders named the Civic Center eventually built in the heart of what was once Craw the Farnham Dudgeon Center, in commemoration of the businessman’s aspirations to eradicate public memories of Craw.

RECLAIMING PUBLIC MEMORY

In 1991, historical and public memories of Craw converged when James E. Wallace, working on a master’s degree in history at the University of Kentucky, conducted twenty-five oral history interviews primarily with black former residents of the neighborhood. Wallace, a white individual employed in a prominent position at the Kentucky Historical Society, had little ethnographic training. However, he diligently researched the neighborhood and its history prior to conducting interviews. Once in the field, he made his intentions very clear—to use oral history interviews to document the history of this section of Frankfort and its community from the perspective of its residents, to dislodge and overturn negative outsider perceptions of this community in public memory, and to uncover and report the tragic injustices of urban renewal. In his interview with former resident Maggie Knott, Wallace declared, “I’m trying to get an accurate picture of what life was like and what happened to a people that I feel got used, abused, and pushed out.”15

Wallace wrote several papers for graduate courses using his research on Craw. Upon completion of his degree, with note cards and a slide projector in tow, Jim Wallace and his stories about Frankfort’s old Bottom district became quite popular on Frankfort’s local lecture circuit. He spoke dozens of times to local organizations, from civic clubs to genealogical societies, and over time his audiences grew. During this time, Frankfort’s local cable television station videotaped two of his presentations and has since frequently rebroadcast the programs.

Due to the constraints of human memory, Wallace’s interviews center on people and events associated with the neighborhood between the 1920s and the 1960s, primarily focusing on individuals and their relationship with the surrounding community. Public memory emerges from these interviews, revealing a distinct identity that clearly separated Craw from the rest of Frankfort. In many ways, it was that identity that led to the neighborhood’s eventual destruction. Saloons like the Blue Moon, the Peach Tree Inn, the Sky Blue Inn, and the Tiptoe Inn thrived throughout the 1960s. And various individuals—prostitutes like Ida Howard and “Mountain Mary,” and notorious “bad men” like Alex Gordon and local legend John Fallis, crowned the “King of Craw”—emerge in the interviews as the main characters in these narrative performances of community reconstruction. In one of Wallace’s conversations with former resident Henry Sanders, the neighborhood’s separatist reputation came up easily:

Sanders: And many times, if you was visiting somebody out of town, they would always say, “How’s Craw?” or “How’s the Bottom coming along?” or something like that. They’d been to Frankfort before.

Wallace: It had a reputation that extended beyond Frankfort.

Sanders: Yeah.16

But the oral history evidence reveals more than just the reputation of a poor, working-class neighborhood in a small-sized American city. Jim Wallace sought to find an alternate version of history that would reveal Craw as a community of persons—a real place filled with real people, a locale that transcended its own seedy reputation.

For the former residents of Craw, the lingering bitterness of the damage done to them by urban renewal clearly shaped their memories and thus their oral history narratives, both personal and collective, which they had not relinquished despite the availability of more captivating, perhaps more romantic narratives that had been perpetuated in outsider public memory. Margaret Ellis showed great disdain for the buildings that currently occupy the land that used to be her neighborhood:

Ellis: See, we’re all very religious, and we’re liable yet to still get to live and to see them all washed over that wall down there [laughter—Wallace]. We still believe in our black heritage. . . . We still believe there is a God.

Wallace: And if there is, it will wash that whole thing away.17

Mary Helen Berry held a similar view of the buildings that now stand where her home once stood: “And we was so in hopes . . . the state office building . . . would sink. . . . sink on down. And . . . down there on the corner of Wilkinson Street . . . we’d say, ‘Look at the building sink because they took it away from us.’ It was sad the way we had to go through that.”18

Frankfort’s experience with urban renewal was largely congruent with national efforts toward revitalization, which often fell “far short of expectations.”19 Frankfort city officials urged neighborhood residents to trust the process and “put your faith in your elected officials.” The mayor at the time admitted that although some may suffer, “the whole city should not continue to be blighted just because a few will be hurt.”20 During a slum clearance board meeting, Alice Simpson, a black neighborhood resident, clearly articulated that “the people think something is being done to them, not for them.”21

One major component of Wallace’s interviews focuses on the chronology of urban renewal from the neighborhood residents’ perspective. Wallace traces the process, from the initial surveys conducted by the slum clearance agencies to the public hearings, the fiscal and political wrangling, and finally the perceived failure of city leaders to provide adequate housing for the neighborhood’s former residents, who were eventually displaced. During urban renewal, the city of Frankfort for the most part ignored the point of view of protesting neighborhood residents. Jim Wallace’s oral history project encouraged former residents to express their feelings regarding urban renewal and their subsequent displacement. Wallace, for example, asked Mary Helen Berry about her neighborhood’s resistance efforts:

Wallace: Well, did you all fight it, try to fight back?

Berry: A lot of them went there and didn’t want to sell their home; but . . . you don’t fight the law. The law is it.

Wallace: Well, there were some public hearings, one at Mayo-Underwood, I think. . . . Did you go to any of those?

Berry: No, because I say it was people that owned property. And I said we didn’t own no property. There wasn’t no use of us going, because we had been told that we were going to have to leave.

Wallace: Yeah. . . . [One] of the things that property owners did [was to hire] some lawyers.

Berry: They did. A lot of them did.

Wallace: But nothing ever came of that? Do you know . . . why?

Berry: Uh-huh. . . .

Wallace: I’ve read the names J. S. Carroll and a man by the name of Julian Knippenberg, and I’ve read quotes in the paper. They came in. They went to the fiscal court. They went to the city council. . . . They made all these statements like, “This is wrong and we’re going to fight it.”

Berry: But they didn’t.22

In a national context, urban renewal opened up suburban opportunities for whites and left very few options for African Americans. Forced from their homes downtown, black residents had scattered choices in terms of places they could live. Jim Wallace’s interviews all eventually emphasize the pain that accompanied the breakdown of community when the residents of the neighborhood relocated throughout the city of Frankfort. Despite the racist undertones of urban renewal in American history, Wallace’s oral history project instead focuses on the concept of the lost neighborhood as a community. Each interviewee was asked about prejudice and segregation in Frankfort. Most responded with an anecdote or two recounting an incident of discrimination; however, the issues of race and segregation played a very small part in this project. Since Wallace made clear from the outset of each interview his aim of deepening and rehabilitating the general public’s image of Craw—to banish it from public memory as merely a violent slum—interviewer and informant together constructed a new text, one in which many of the symbols of community life could be remembered and reframed, perhaps nostalgically, into celebratory memories of the neighborhood as a friendly, family-oriented, and cohesive community that paid little attention to race as a construct, at least for this particular articulation of memory.

After Wallace had completed the oral history project, eighteen interviews were transcribed, and the tapes were deposited in the oral history archive at the Kentucky Historical Society. In May 1998, my position as the society’s oral history archivist placed me in everyday contact with its collections, including the Craw collection. My interest in Craw heightened after I attended one of Jim Wallace’s public presentations on the topic. While closely reading the transcripts of his interviews, I found myself focusing on the unfolding process of a community, led by an interviewer, clearly restructuring and reclaiming public memories pertaining to a neighborhood and its members. Jim Wallace overtly utilized oral history in order to give voice to neighborhood residents and to consciously contest and then counter the dominant versions of public memory of the neighborhood. Because Wallace’s interviews all contain a consistent line of questioning, patterns in the structure of the resultant oral history narratives quickly emerge. Individual narratives consistently manifest common elements that together form a larger tradition. Reconstructing the life story of Craw thus organizes community symbols and “sites of memory” that create a sense of reconnection to former residents’ own perceived identities—identities once disconnected from dominant public memory—resulting in what linguist Charlotte Linde refers to as “coherence” with regard to interviewees’ personal relationships with this remembered community.23

Though I conducted a few follow-up interviews for the project, this book is primarily based on the archived oral history interviews conducted by Wallace in 1991. Using an already produced, archived oral history project required the interpretation of interviews conducted by another interviewer. Because of my absence at the original interview events, I lacked much relevant contextual information observable only from physical presence and participation in those events. In addition, it was difficult to interpret accurately subtle nuances of speech and meaning from a silent transcript. Therefore, the original audio recordings, in addition to interview transcripts, proved invaluable for reconstructing context, albeit in partial form.

Not being a participant-observer “out in the field” with a microphone and recorder in hand meant interpreting interviews conducted by an interviewer who carried his own agenda into the field. Alessandro Portelli writes, “The control of historical discourse remains firmly in the hands of the historian.”24 Jim Wallace selected individuals to be interviewed for his project and developed those questions and discussions that he wished to make salient, strictly managing the flow of information in his interviews. At times, he chose to move the conversation away from sensitive topics, even in interviews in which those topics seem to be otherwise freely discussed. Wallace then, as interviewer, fully participates in the process of the interview and thus emerges as an integral component in the resultant documentation of public memory. In many ways, the versions of public memory expressed in these interviews are significantly impacted by his participation. Interviewers always play a crucial role in framing, structuring, selecting, and ignoring various potential components of an interview, either consciously or unconsciously. Thus, the resultant narrative is always a collaborative construction. Only through careful consideration of the participation of both interviewer and the interviewee can the historic ethnographer effectively navigate realms of meaning and understanding in the oral history interview text.

Within the typical oral history interview, people frequently divulge personal details of their lives, as well as details of the lives of others. Within the context of this particular project, interviewees discussed sensitive subjects including violence, crime, and prostitution, often mentioning personal names in close association with these controversial topics. Working with archived materials necessitates a conscious reminder that these names, which were freely discussed and recorded, signify very real people, with friends, families, and personal legacies. These people must be treated with respect and sensitivity despite the lack of a personal, conventionally ethnographic relationship.

The great Irish cultural geographer E. Estyn Evans once noted, “Nothing less than the whole of the past is needed to explain the present.”25 Evans understood that all historical narratives are fated for incompleteness; the “whole of the past” is unattainable. Yet oral history evidence can greatly supplement and enhance the historical record and, when necessary, stand alone as a credible construction of the past. Folklorist and oral historian Lynwood Montell’s classic work The Saga of Coe Ridge, published in 1968, demonstrates the usefulness and credibility of oral history in the reconstruction of an African American community that lacked written records. Montell at the time described oral history as an “untapped reservoir” in American history and referred to the “numberless” communities whose histories would remain unwritten unless historians turned to the “spoken word.”26 Without the alternative perspective generated from oral history narratives, dominant public memory of Craw would have remained a limited, one-sided, and thus incomplete version of the past.

Every person has a story, and every story is different. Various people perceive the same events and experiences through unique lenses of interpretation. In addition, individual memories fade as time passes, and sometimes memories conflict. However, this complexity places a greater sense of purpose and responsibility on the social functioning of a community’s collective memory. Memories of the past give groups their identities, and the experience of remembering, together, commemorates that which they remember and reinforces this shared identity through time. Folklorist Henry Glassie writes, “History is the essence of the idea of place.”27 This history is accomplished by understanding how the former residents of Craw, somewhat unified by their memories, reimagined and framed their community’s history—and how this process influenced their sense of place—especially when the “place” so crucial to their personal identities was gone.

Public dissemination of Wallace’s research has changed the way Frankfort’s citizens remember Craw, both inside and outside the former neighborhood. This study examines the process of reconstructing social memories and individual negotiations between official and vernacular memory as they coalesce in the oral history interview as an expression of public memory and community identity. In addition, I examine the dynamic role of the interviewer, in this case Jim Wallace, as he uses an oral history project to consciously counter dominant perceptions of memory. Chapter 1, “The ‘Lower’ Part of the City,” presents the early origins of the neighborhood, as it was depicted in print, and the resultant formation of historical memory. Chapter 2, “Defining Craw,” explores the intersection of meaning and neighborhood identity as former residents use the oral history interview to define and frame spatial identities in the narrative expression of memories of Craw. Chapter 3, “Contesting Public Memory,” examines the interplay between dominant and subordinated memories and the role of Wallace’s interviews in the ongoing struggle between public memories and historical permanence. Wallace’s nostalgic impulse is countered in chapter 4, “The Other Side of the Tracks,” as residents themselves celebrate the components of historical memory Jim Wallace was attempting to counter. Finally, chapter 5, “The King of Craw,” features narrative recollections about the life of John Fallis, a symbolic outlaw, in the narrative expression of both official and vernacular expressions of public memory.

Underlying this study is a reexamination of the narrative construction of individual and community memories and their roles in shaping the perception of social and symbolic aspects of a once-physical place.28 For almost one hundred years, dominant, outsider public memory of Craw focused on the neighborhood’s negative reputation. James Wallace’s oral history interviews consciously reconstitute this community’s cultural frame of reference and create a narrative articulation of a reconstructed community in memory that counters dominant, traditional versions of the past. This book explores how Jim Wallace’s oral history project commemorates a neighborhood that has now disappeared from maps, but not from memory.


Chapter One

The “Lower” Part of the City

Very few documentary records exist that allow us to interpret the earliest periods of the neighborhood known as “Craw” or “the Bottom,” the poorest section of Frankfort. However, existing sources suggest that from its inception Craw captured and sustained the Frankfort public’s fascination. Few academic historians have written about Craw, and those who have rarely expand beyond brief, tangential references, and primary sources are rare. The relatively few existing newspaper accounts that reference Craw mostly chronicle crime, violence, flooding, rampant alcohol use, and poverty. Nevertheless, this small corpus of early newspaper references and articles contains crucial sources for setting up the historical context and interpreting Craw’s earliest years.

Since the neighborhood is no longer physically available for analysis, this chapter chronologically and thematically examines the trajectory of Craw’s life and death by reaching back to a memory embodied no longer in human persons, but in print, exploring this neighborhood between the time of its birth in the early 1870s and the first premature declaration of its demise in the shadows of Prohibition in 1918. In this period, the “lower” part of the city of Frankfort first began to demonstrate the characteristic traits that would eventually define it and serve as rationalizations for its reform and eventual destruction. During the 1870s, Frankfort newspapers provide the earliest historical references to the neighborhood as “Crawfish Bottom,” “Craw,” or “the Craw.”1 The use of these distinct tags by the city’s news organizations demonstrates emerging patterns of meaning inextricably linked to these unofficial, vernacular terms representing this neighborhood.

THE LOWLANDS

The neighborhood occupied fifty acres of low-lying land along the Kentucky River. In 1897, local historian Jennie Chinn Morton described the land that eventually became Craw as having once been a racecourse for training horses and grounds for circus shows.2 In celebration of Frankfort’s centennial in 1886, a local newspaper, the Capital, conducted several interviews with longtime local citizens and printed their reminiscences of Frankfort. The eight pages of this special edition present some of those interviews, which offer a few clues about the early days of the land that would later be called “Craw.” Residents described this section of town as unsuitable for building, due to the regularity of flooding by the Kentucky River; one noted that when General James Wilkinson was stationed there in 1795–1796, the land was a “pond of stagnant water.” Wilkinson reportedly dug ditches to drain the land “so as to very much improve the premises, and destroy the noxious effluvia, thereby preserving the health of the citizens.”3 Captain Sanford Goins narrated his childhood memories of Frankfort during the 1820s: “What today is so well known as ‘Craw’ was a large lake or pond of water.”4

Prior to the Civil War, settlement in Craw had remained relatively sparse. In 1851, the legislature voted to move the gas works from the northwest corner of Capitol Square to the corner of Mero and Washington streets. However, the effects of the emissions—“the most villainous compound of foul scents”—proved to be more severe than city officials expected.5 The legislature subsequently declared the gas works a “nuisance” and moved it to the edge of town, what would later become Craw.
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Frankfort in 1796 as depicted on the map “Road from Limestone to Frankfort in the state of Kentucky.” Plate #22 from Georges Henri Victor Collot’s Voyages dans l’Amérique septentrionale, 1826. The map was drawn in 1796 but not published until 1826. Courtesy of W. S. Hoole Special Collections, University of Alabama Libraries.
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The neighborhood in 1818 as depicted on the map “Kentucky: Reduced from Doct. Luke Munsell Map 1818 and 1834—Inset of Frankfort” (as indicated by added screening). Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

According to available maps and images of Frankfort, the two vacant blocks of the northwestern part of town remained mostly vacant until the 1870s. The 1854 Hart and Mapother map of Frankfort (see page 18) shows the northwestern-most block, then framed by Wilkinson and Mero streets, almost completely vacant, although occupation of the blocks adjacent to Fort Hill increased to the east, away from the river. The Hart and Mapother map does show some settlement along Fort Hill, but Hill Street still lacked municipal sanction. The 1871 Birdseye map of Frankfort (see page 19) visually supports this development pattern, with the viewable city blocks nearest the river in the northwest corner still relatively vacant.6 In the early 1870s, rapid development of the land to the north of Mero Street formed the Hill Street blocks of Craw on the tracts of land adjacent to the steep wall of Fort Hill on the north, and the 1880 census reveals the civic creation of Hill Street adjacent to Fort Hill.
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The neighborhood in 1854 as depicted on the map “The City of Frankfort, Franklin Co. KY: Hart and Mapother Map, 1854.” Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

The 1882 Frankfort atlas visually displays dwellings on each tract of land on the south side of Hill Street between Wilkinson and St. Clair streets. The Frankfort city directory for 1884–1885 demonstrates Hill Street’s development, with dwellings appearing mainly on the south side of the street, from the river to the workhouse; by the mid-1890s the development of dwellings had reached capacity on both sides of the street. The atlas also confirms the rapid settlement of all three east-west blocks north of Mero Street moving away from the river in the early to mid-1870s.
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Northwest Frankfort as depicted in “Birdseye View of the City of Frankfort the Capital of Kentucky, 1871.” Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

According to historian Carl E. Kramer, the Civil War’s end brought the arrival of former slaves to Frankfort, seeking homes for their families. The land in Craw was inexpensive, so between 1865 and 1880 construction commenced on humble dwellings for rental to blacks—always a slight majority—and poor whites.7 The evidence clearly demonstrates a population explosion in the neighborhood in the years following the Civil War. Frankfort’s African American population grew from 1,282 in 1860 to 2,335 in 1870—an 82.1 percent increase. Between 1870 and 1880, the black population rose from 2,335 to 3,199, representing another 39 percent increase.8 The 1880 census lists 173 “colored” residents and only 18 white residents living on Hill Street. The 1884–1885 Frankfort city directory lists 69 percent of the households in Craw’s core boundaries as “colored.” Craw also housed a large portion of Frankfort’s immigrant population, predominately German and Irish. The 1884–1885 directories list professions among the black population as diverse as teachers, Capitol Hotel waiters, porters, drivers, and general and domestic laborers. Among the white populace in Craw at the time, occupations included mainly general laborers, those who worked in the nearby river mills, and a few policemen.
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(Above) Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph no. 3, 1913, Wilkinson Street. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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(Below) Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph no. 8, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

At different times in history this neighborhood possessed many labels that conveyed varying sets of meanings and associations to different groups of people. In the years immediately following the Civil War, newspapers still referred to this part of town as the “lower part of the city.” “We regret to learn,” one newspaper reported in 1876, “that a portion of the inhabitants of the lower part of the city, near the foot of Clinton and Mero street, were in some danger of having the lower stories of their dwellings invaded by the rising freshet.”9 Also during the 1870s, Frankfort newspaper articles began to call for the implementation of municipal improvements for the “lower” part of town. Public requests for improvements focused mostly on the lack of street lighting and the poor condition of the area’s sidewalks and roads. One 1877 article complained, “The darkness back of Mero Street, even on moonlit nights is almost impenetrable.” In addition to noting the street’s bad sidewalks and dangerous crossings, the article suggests that “a few lamps, distributed with good judgment, would help that part of the city very materially.”10 Another article that year stated that in order to fully appreciate darkness, one should travel “beyond Mero Street . . . after nightfall when there is no moon.11 “Beyond Mero Street” referred to the newly populated Hill Street block between Fort Hill and Mero Street, primarily inhabited by African American families in the 1870s and 1880s.
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Fish Trap Island in 1818 as depicted on the map “Kentucky: Reduced from Doct. Luke Munsell Map 1818 and 1834 (Inset of Frankfort).” Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Civic League” series. “Exterior of Residences,” 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

Earlier in the 1870s, newspaper articles had also begun to associate this part of town with the less-desirable elements of society: “Sabbath Desecration—We are requested to call the attention of the proper officers of the city to the fact that a motley congregation of a hundred or more boys and men, white and black, assemble every Sunday on the sandbar, in the rear of Scott’s tenement houses, on [the] Kentucky river, within the city limits, where they shamefully desecrate the Sabbath, and horrify all decent people by shouting, racing, swearing, gaming in many ways, and committing all manner of acts of Satanic deviltry.”12 John L. Scott’s tenement houses on Wilkinson Street, between Mero and Clinton, behind which such offenses occurred, backed up to the river just above Fish Trap Island, otherwise known as “the sandbar.”13 In the early years of Frankfort, “an assortment of snags, sandbars, rock shoals, [and] submerged islands” made the Kentucky River very difficult to navigate.14 Fish Trap Island, a significant obstacle to river navigation at that time, measured nine hundred yards in length and rose sixty inches above the water.15 Its size and its relative isolation from the rest of the city made it a semiprotected place in which to violate civic and moral virtues. In addition to civic sins like gambling, and religious sins like “Sabbath desecration,” reports of violent crimes within the confines of the “lower” part of Frankfort also became more prevalent. One 1875 article reported three “culled gentamen” who had been placed in the “cooler” for a violent confrontation that had broken out in “the lower part of the city.”16

[image: Image]

Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Civic League” series. “Views in Poor Settlements/Black Family in Front of Residences,” 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

In or around 1877, this part of town earned a more specific name, distinguishing it from the rest of Frankfort, as the city’s newspapers less frequently used generic, spatially oriented terminology to describe the area. A February 1877 article in the Weekly Yeoman reported that “Esquire McDonald investigated a breach of the peace among some colored folk from ‘Craw-fish Bottom.’”17 In August 1877 a piece announced that “the Alcalde of Craw Fish Bottom has recovered from the effects of a splinter, and is now on post.”18 That year the same newspaper also reported that “some of the colored brothers and sisters in the land of ‘Craw-Fish’ had a masquerade ball on Saturday night.” This article offers insight into early race relations in Craw, revealing that at the time of unmasking, “it was discovered that there was some white sheep in the flock.”19

Only the Weekly Yeoman used the term “Crawfish Bottom” in the public sphere in 1877, and throughout 1878 other Frankfort newspapers still referred to the neighborhood as the “lower part of the city.”20 In June 1878, for example, the Weekly Roundabout referred to a fight that had occurred “in the lower part of the city last Saturday night.”21 However, by the end of 1878, newspapers citywide were regularly using some variant of the new title.22 In November 1878, the Weekly Roundabout reported details of an altercation that had taken place the previous Sunday: “There was a considerable row among the colored population on the corner of Washington and Clinton streets. Tom Russell, a gentleman of the galvanized variety, having become enthused with Market street kill-’em-quick, informed Hec. Moulden, a peacably inclined individual that he, Tom, was the best man in ‘Craw.’” Following a detailed description of the confrontation, it was announced that Hec. Moulden had triumphed and that Tom Russell “was required to pay $5 into the city treasury and will not tackle the wolf of ‘Crawfish’ again.”23 By using both “Craw” and “Crawfish” to refer to the location at “the corner of Clinton and Washington streets,” the article definitively confirms the emerging link binding place and name. The epithets “best man in ‘Craw,’” “wolf of ‘Crawfish,’” and “Alcalde of Craw Fish Bottom” indicate the development of a hierarchical system for proclaiming who could be considered the “best man in Craw,” a notorious distinction achieved by expressions of strength, intimidation, and violence.

By 1878, the increased frequency of crime and violence in Craw began to disturb members of the larger Frankfort community, prompting regular editorial comments in the newspapers directing the attention of the police to that neighborhood. The following describes a fight that took place between a mother and a daughter: “There was a bad case of wool pulling in Crawfish bottom Tuesday night. . . . The attention of the police is called to some noisy congregations in that quarter.”24 In March 1879 the city’s growing discomfort prompted the question, “Wouldn’t it be better to have two policemen in ‘Craw’?”25 By 1880, the neighborhood name “Craw” and its citywide reputation had been firmly established, and the newspapers began to make esoteric references to this now well-known reputation: “On Saturday last . . . there was a white woman trying to out-mum the river. She was beastly drunk, acting in the most disgraceful manner, cursing and swearing at all who came near her. This is a disgrace that even ‘Craw’ should blush at.”26 Later that year a similar article appeared, celebrating Craw’s violent reputation: “Charley Washington was laboring under the impression Saturday afternoon that he was the worst nigger Craw ever produced, and that he could lam any country nigger that ever presumed to set foot on the sacred precincts of Dog Walk.”27

By the end of the 1870s, references to “Craw,” “Crawfish Bottom,” or “the land of the Craw-Fish” had replaced all other more generic appellations for the neighborhood. The associations with these referents clearly included violence and crime, as well as drunkenness and indecency. “Craw” or “Crawfish Bottom” replaced the term “lower part of the city” in other public discussions, such as calls for municipal improvements to the neighborhood—“Craw craves more light”28—and sarcastic comments—“The thaw, the thaw, the beautiful thaw—it makes such elegant walking in ‘Craw’”;29 “The walking yesterday in ‘Craw’ was not so good as it was last August.”30 By the beginning of 1880, Craw was more than just a voting precinct, a city ward, or a census district. The neighborhood’s growing reputation among Frankfort’s general population had become unmistakable.

THE “BEST MAN” FROM CRAWFISH BOTTOM

By the end of the nineteenth century the appellation “Crawfish Bottom” had clearly been shortened to “Craw.” A 1918 newspaper article printed a historical explanation of the origins of the name: “‘Craw’ took its name from the low terrain which is in keeping with the moral level of the section.” The article describes a particularly intoxicated individual who had “proclaimed himself the ‘best man from Crawfish Bottom,’” explaining that the man’s nickname had been shortened to “Craw” and that “the name clung to the district, which claimed him.” The neighborhood, according to the article, retained the “unsavory distinction when he was forgotten.”31

It is unclear exactly when this name was first bestowed, or whether Hec. Moulden, Tom Russell, Charley Washington, or some other anonymous street fighter first claimed the title that later became associated with the entire neighborhood. No single identifying incident, moment, or particular individual bears historical responsibility for the naming of the Craw. The nickname may have indeed emerged from the supposedly common sight of crayfish in the locale. What does materialize with great clarity is the neighborhood’s distinctive identity, clearly emerging among the residents of the capital city; by the mid-1880s, Frankfort’s Craw had a reputation throughout the state.

In describing incidents of violence and crime in Craw, the opening lines of newspaper articles were often formulaic, typically including the pronouncement and location of the altercation, followed by a detailed description of the conflict: “A difficulty occurred in the pool room of Henry & Dean, on the corner of Clinton and Washington street”;32 “Two colored men engaged in a difficulty in Craw Sunday night”;33 “A difficulty occurred within the unsavory confines of ‘Craw.’”34 In the decades following the Civil War, the neighborhood had earned the status of being considered a “classic,” one article noting, for example, that “a difficulty occurred in the classic precincts of Craw.”35 Another article reported on a fight that had occurred between two men named Johnson and Snider. The fight, it reported, had broken out “in Classic ‘Craw.’ . . . Johnson . . . drew his ‘little pop’ and blazed away four times.”36 Crime in Craw was often violent: “A cutting scrape occurred in Craw Monday night in which Chas. Gatewood seriously cut his wife.”37 Headlines like these commonly appeared in Frankfort papers: “SCRIMMAGE IN CRAW,”38 “CUT IN CRAW,”39 “A CRAW KILLING,”40 and “THROAT CUTTING AND CRAPS IN CRAW.”41 Much of the violent crime in Craw was linked in one way or another with alcohol: “Craw was crowded with drunken men Saturday night and the police made several arrests”;42 “Phil Price, a gentleman of color, became very drunk Saturday night, and tried to do the city. He first became involved in a difficulty with another negro in Craw, and pulled his pistol and fired.”43 Violent incidents often began in saloons, places like Porter’s Saloon, “on the corner of Washington and Clinton streets.” One article describes a violent clash occurring in this establishment: “Suter drew a pistol and shot Kelly twice, one ball taking effect in the stomach and the other under the left arm.44

Craw residents were not the only visitors to the neighborhood’s “lower” establishments in the 1870s and 1880s. The Frankfort Weekly Roundabout, for example, reported on one neighborhood outsider, a “former prominent judge,” who was arrested in 1884 “for being drunk and disorderly down in Craw Tuesday afternoon.” The article describes the judge as having previously “passed many a sentence of imprisonment for life and shorter periods” and comments, “How have the mighty fallen.”45 Nor was an experience of the illegal in Craw limited to those who lived in the city. During Kentucky’s contested gubernatorial election in 1899, political supporters, protesters, and militia members were called to Frankfort from all over the state. The Mt. Vernon Signal, the newspaper for the seat of Rock-castle County, located eighty miles south of Frankfort, reported that Thurman Ferguson of Langford Station and Professor F. S. Phillips of Wildie “got too much tanglefoot and sought the pleasures of that notorious dive known as ‘Craw.’” The paper notes that when Ferguson became disorderly and had to be arrested and searched by police, a “45 Colts pistol, a dozen or so cartridges and a pair of brass knuckles were found on him.”46 References in other cities’ newspapers similarly describe the neighborhood as “that notorious dive known as Craw,” confirming the fact that the neighborhood’s reputation was known beyond Frankfort and that this reputation drew individuals to Craw from all over Kentucky.

Craw’s reputation in the 1870s and 1880s did not depend exclusively on its being the poor, black part of town. The fact that Craw housed many families of prison inmates incarcerated at the penitentiary on High Street, just outside of the neighborhood, enhanced Craw’s violent and criminal reputation. Often, over the course of prison inmates’ incarceration, their families established themselves in Frankfort, and reunited families frequently remained in the city. Since many such families could only afford to live in Craw, they settled in and made their homes there. Other ex-convicts had nowhere to go upon their release, a fact that caused great public concern throughout the penitentiary’s life on High and Holmes streets and inspired frequent discussion among Frankfort’s local citizens.47

The Kentucky State Penitentiary, completed and first occupied in 1800, sparked public debate from its beginning. The public frequently demanded prison reform, but the legislature rarely responded. In 1879, 775 of the 1,000 prisoners housed at the penitentiary were treated for scurvy, and 75 prisoners died, yet suggestions for reform continued to be ignored.48 Plagued by overcrowding, the penitentiary contained 540 inmates on January 1, 1868. On the same date in 1870 it held 653, an increase of 113 inmates. However, 659 convicts had entered the penitentiary during this two-year period, demonstrating a rapid rate of prisoner turnover.49 On January 27, 1872, the Daily Kentucky Yeoman reported the capture of a local burglar. Following the description of his capture, the article mentions that the burglar had been imprisoned until just a few weeks prior, but that the governor had pardoned him for good behavior while incarcerated. The article asks the legislature to take action on this matter, “sending convicts back to the places where they were convicted” upon the completion of their term: “Frankfort has suffered too much from convicts turned loose in our midst without the means of getting away.”50

In 1879, the Tri-Weekly Yeoman contained an article that also reflects this sentiment: “Sneak thieves and burglars have been operating in some of the private houses of this city.” The article casts blame on the recently “discharged convicts . . . trying to make a raise before departing for ‘pastures new.’”51 An 1879 editorial in the Weekly Roundabout estimated that 300 convicts were currently living in Frankfort, many of whom continued to steal for a living. The writer advocates that these convicts should leave the community and return to their home counties or leave the state altogether: “Frankfort has already been the penal colony for the thieves of the State too long.” State law required the warden to give each convict only five dollars upon departure from prison, but the editorial declares this amount insufficient: “In most cases the convict spends this money in getting drunk in a day or two after he gets out and then finds himself turned loose here in Frankfort, without money and without friends and for relief he goes to robbing our citizens.” The editorial proposes that each convict should be sent “back to where he came from” and that each county should “take charge of its own thieves,” without placing the full burden on Frankfort simply because it “happens to contain the Penitentiary.”52 This depiction of Frankfort as a “penal colony,” estimating the matriculation of nearly 300 former convicts into the city’s general population in 1879, conveys Frankfort’s growing frustration with increasing criminal activity. By 1897, this frustration had both escalated and developed an explicitly raced target. One paper, for example, advocated a movement “to rid Frankfort of negro thieves that remained here after their term expired in the penitentiary.”53 Such sentiments inspired the citizens of Frankfort to begin their century-long efforts to rehabilitate Craw.

Craw’s residents—including many formerly enslaved, very poor people; the families of inmates at the state penitentiary and other recently released ex-convicts; and Frankfort’s poor white population—shaped the neighborhood’s character. But in addition to Craw’s demographics, its proximity to the Kentucky River also influenced the neighborhood’s development, with periodic flooding being one of the most important aspects of Craw’s development as a community.

KENTUCKY RIVER FLOODS

The Kentucky River wound its way through both South and North Frankfort, and residents of the city noted the daily rise and fall of the river. Flooding had plagued Frankfort since its initial settlement, but the flood of 1880 significantly threatened the residents of Craw for the first time since before the Civil War. One news story printed on February 14 reported that the river had risen seventeen feet since the night before and continued to rise at the rate of one foot per hour. The article described how the residents of Craw reacted: “Many poor families in the lower part of North Frankfort begun to move their effects to other quarter. . . . Many houses in ‘Craw’ are almost submerged—only the roofs being visible.”54 After the flood receded, the Weekly Roundabout reported that more than two hundred families had been evacuated from Craw.55
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Two views of the neighborhood during the 1883 flood, as seen from the Old Capitol Dome. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

Just three years later, in February 1883, the waters of the Kentucky River threatened the residents of Craw once more. Announced in the headlines of the Weekly Roundabout as a flood “Like Never Seen in this City Before,” the rising tide “gradually crept up into North Wilkinson, Clinton, Mero, and Blanton streets until [by] noon the whole of ‘Craw’ was under water and the inhabitants were moving out rapidly.”56 In his 1912 history of Franklin County, local historian L. F. Johnson portrayed the 1883 flood as more devastating than any other in recent memory, noting that “nearly all the families in the lower part of the city were moved out. All of the section known as ‘Craw’ was completely covered.”57 The 1883 flood devastated many sections of town, including the more stately homes of both North and South Frankfort. The flood covered half the city, depositing two to ten feet of water in the penitentiary yard, and surrounded Fort Hill completely. More than one hundred dwellings were shattered when they floated downriver and crashed into the St. Clair Street bridge; the submersion of the gas works located at the corner of Mero and Washington in Craw left the city dark, without power.58

Floods, a recurring motif in the unfolding story of Craw, took their toll on the neighborhood’s humble frame dwellings, as well as on the resiliency of its residents. In 1887, the residents were again evacuated as the river rose to a “greater height than at any time since the great flood of February 1883.”59 More devastating floods occurred in 1913 and 1915, when it was reported that the residents of “Crawfish Bottom” were driven from their homes once more.60 The repeated physical destruction of the neighborhood reaffirmed the growing citywide perception of Craw as “the slums of Frankfort.” While flooding hindered economic progress for many residents in Craw, poverty simultaneously prevented many families from moving out of the lowlands. Finally, the massive devastation yielded by the 1937 flood not only caused the permanent abandonment of the prison but also foreshadowed Craw’s ultimate destruction by urban renewal.

LOGGERS AND OTHER ROWDIES

The river had another impact on the neighborhood, closely tying it to the logging industry. Although the industry had grown intermittently since the 1830s, it would reach “major proportions” in the years immediately following the Civil War.61 Between 1870 and 1880, the number of mills in Frankfort increased from eight to thirteen; with this growth came an upturn in employment and wages, as well as in capital investment.62 According to historian Thomas D. Clark, log booms and mills were constructed in Craw’s vicinity, and men from the mountains, recently home from the war, took advantage of this growing market. These loggers would launch their rafts and ride toward Frankfort, “and five days later they rounded the big bend at Frankfort and boomed their logs before Craw.”63 In March 1872, the Daily Kentucky Yeoman reported that between fourteen and fifteen thousand logs had arrived over the course of one week.64 Greater Frankfort encouraged the increasing success of the logging industry.65

As demand for logs grew, Frankfort had to cope with the “mountain men” who delivered them. In 1876 it was reported that the latest shipment of logs had been delivered by “292 hardy mountaineers” hailing from Lee, Breathitt, Owsley, Clay, Estill, Perry, and Knox counties.66 In 1877, the Weekly Yeoman announced, “Logs, Logs, Logs! The river is full of them.”67 In 1878, it was reported that “One Hundred and eight river men ate breakfast at Mrs. J. M. Wake-field’s on Tuesday morning and got through before eight o’clock. How many house-keepers in this city could feed as many men.”68 In 1879, writers for the Tri-Weekly Yeoman noticed that “quite a number of mountain men have been on our streets during the past week.”69 Although these “mountain men” were delivering the much-desired timber, their influx was somewhat alarming to Frankfort’s respectable citizens: “The lumber men are rushing excitedly around the streets with their ‘thieving rods’ in hand. They are murderous looking instruments.”70 In 1883, the Frankfort Weekly Roundabout reported, “There have been two or three hundred Mountaineers in the city at one time, this week.”71
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“Log assembly and drift on North Fork of the Kentucky River near Hazard, 1900.” Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

In 1942, historian Thomas D. Clark published The Kentucky, a comprehensive look at some of the cultural elements of the Kentucky River’s rich history. During the late 1930s, Clark had conducted several interviews for his chapter on logging with men who, when they were younger, rode the rafts down from the mountains to Frankfort.72 Although Clark did not record or transcribe these interviews, the data from them informed his detailed description of riding the rafts down the river and his occasional dramatic references to their destination on the banks of Craw. Clark’s interviews with raftsmen “Blowey” Jim Bishop, Bill Peters, and Bill “Turkleneck” Eversole, and their descriptions of the logging environment in Frankfort, influenced many later historians who would base their knowledge of Craw on Clark’s early writings.73 Clark described Craw as a place where loggers could “forget their trials and tribulations and give themselves over to at least one night of complete debauchery” before beginning the long journey home. “The logger,” Clark elaborated, “wandered deeper into the Craw section, which clung to the famous river cliff like a half-drowned animal. . . . Here, behind the staid and dignified Greek Revival capitol building, was all the wickedness of the biblical twin cities in concentrated form.”74

Writing a year earlier in Louisville’s Courier-Journal, Clark had described Craw in even more detail: “Just as there was the Barbary Coast of San Francisco and the Rampart district in New Orleans where the old-time flatboatmen cavorted, there was the Craw in Frankfort.” Clark continues: “Down in the Craw joy was unrestrained. Playful logmen could go as long and as far as they wished so long as liquor and money lasted.” As for local reaction to the presence of these loggers, “polite Frankfort gathered its cloak about its shoulders and tilted its nose and looked the other way . . . happily oblivious to the rowdy whoopee which was taking place down on the murky shoulder of the river bank which clings so tenaciously to the foot of the north bluff.”75

Clark revisited the subject in 1981, describing Craw as a “murky social island” where there were “few moral inhibitions and no physical ones.” Clark describes the demographics of those visiting Craw: “Congregated there were saloonkeepers, hospitable women down from the hills, gamblers, and bullies enough to satisfy even the most belligerent hill-country raftsman.” He recalls conducting interviews in 1939 with some of the former loggers, “who freely reminisced about having been entertained by the ladies of the Craw,” describing “two mountain sisters,” a favorite topic during these interviews, who “anticipated the running of spring and fall tides with excitement akin to that of their more discriminating sisters who welcomed Democratic and Republican nominating conventions.”76

Although Clark’s writings contain relatively few descriptions of Craw in the late nineteenth century, they comprise the most complete published writings on the neighborhood. Clark’s early references to loggers’ role in the development of Craw also influenced later historians’ assertions about the place. In his book Kentucky: Portrait in Paradox, historian James Klotter mentions that after being paid for their delivery of logs, the men would enjoy the “big city” before heading for home: “In the rough area of the city known as ‘The Craw,’ the mountaineers found little law, numerous bars, plentiful prostitutes, and abundant gambling houses.”77 Klotter describes the exit of weary loggers from Frankfort; many would take a train to Lexington, where some would take a wagon and then continue on foot for the up-to-eighty-mile journey home.78

In 2001, William E. Ellis wrote The Kentucky River, based on oral histories conducted with individuals involved with the river in various capacities. In his discussion of this period in the logging industry, Ellis states that “Craw” was synonymous with “lawlessness and immorality,” acknowledging throughout the book the profound influence of Thomas Clark on his own research. In fact, Ellis cites an oral history interview he conducted with Clark in 1994 during which Clark once more reflected on the interviews he conducted with the early loggers in Craw.

In her book Early Frankfort Kentucky: 1786–1861, published in 1986, Nettie Henry Glenn, a genealogist and local historian, also describes Craw in accord with Clark’s descriptions. Although she cites no sources for her depiction, Glenn dramatically paints Craw as “irresistible to lusty loggers” who sought out the “comforting diversions found only in the ‘Bottom.’” Very few of the “bearded, rough-clad mountaineers,” Glenn writes, resisted the “bacchanalia of Frankfort’s notorious houses of entertainment where moral values crumbled and hard-earned money was frittered away.” Glenn finishes her moral sketch of Craw by describing the aftereffects of debauchery: “Days later, bandaged and limping, the men trudged out of town. Those among them who had disdained saloon roughhousing to patronize the ladies in the red-light district seemed relatively unscathed. But venereal diseases were rampant in the old Frankfort brothels, and the ravages of their dissipation were yet to surface.”79 Although much of her book is anecdotal, Glenn’s Early Frankfort Kentucky clearly demonstrates the public’s fascination with the Craw’s reputed evils.80 Newspaper accounts and histories of the logging industry indicate that it exerted its greatest influence on the Craw in the years following the Civil War, but Glenn’s descriptions present a point of view supposedly contained to the period prior to the Civil War.

In his book Kentucky Bluegrass Country, folklorist Gerald Alvey briefly discusses Craw in the context of folk patterns of settlement, declaring that some scholars attribute the term “wrong side of the tracks” to the “black/white ghetto called Craw in the Bluegrass town of Frankfort . . . the northern section of Frankfort known as Crawdad Country, Crawfish Bottom, or simply the Bottoms or the Craw.”81Alvey too reflects viewpoints expressed by scholars before him, repeating the sentiments reflected in Carl E. Kramer’s Capital on the Kentucky, the most definitive historical study of Frankfort, that Craw was populated by indigent whites, recently freed blacks following the Civil War, and the families of penitentiary prisoners. Alvey further states, “In a short time the Craw became a haven for vagrants and other undesirables, who ran bootleg bars and brothels, engaged in cock fights and other modes of gambling, and delighted in a wide range of other unsavory activities.”82

FRANKFORT’S SEX TRADE

The majority of secondary source–based descriptions of the Craw derive their descriptions from Thomas Clark in the early 1940s, and each of these derivative descriptions references prostitution. One major element of Clark’s description of Craw in the newspaper article he wrote prior to publication of The Kentucky does not appear in the final published version of the book: “The Craw was working alive with drunken reeling logmen and their jubilant girlfriends. Lilla and Loozer Davidson from up in Owsley County were two congenial souls who contributed freely of their charms to make the boys from ‘up home’ have a good time. These girls had left their home because of a slight social error which placed them in bad repute up the river, but which made of them mighty entertaining girls at Frankfort.”83 Not only does Clark mention prostitution here, but he writes about the taboo topic using specific names, drawing on individual personalities. In my interview with Clark in May 2002, he acknowledged that when he published these names in his article, local law-enforcement officials in Frankfort assured him that all parties involved had either died or left the region. When he later learned the sisters still actually lived in Lexington, Clark pulled the entire paragraph from the book prior to publication.

The de facto quartering of Frankfort’s sex-trade activities in Craw established one of the primary definitional components of its reputation, especially in the final years of the nineteenth century. In the decades following the Civil War, houses of “ill-repute” or “bawdy houses” settled comfortably into the neighborhood. Policeman David Kirkpatrick, who also happened to be a resident of Craw in 1880, made news in September 1876 when he arrested “some eight to ten negro women,” described in a newspaper article as “inmates of houses of ill-fame” in the “lower part of the city.”84

The 1880 federal census conducted in Frankfort’s Enumeration District 70 lists the occupations of Craw’s residents as, among others, “laborer,” “blacksmith,” “porter,” “keeping house,” “servant,” “retail grocer,” and—along with these more reputable occupations—“prostitute.” In 1883, Ms. Francis Graham, fifty-eight years of age, resided at 434 and 436 Wilkinson, adjacent to the Kentucky River. In her home lived the following: Sallie Davis, age forty; Annie Edwards, age twenty-seven; Alice Salter, age twenty-one; Lulu Baker, age nineteen; and Mattie Lee, age twenty-six. The census notes that these boarders, all white, all worked as prostitutes. A “mulatto” servant named Kate Ferrell, as well as a twelve-year-old boarder named Edmonia Ferrell—probably the daughter or sister of Kate—also lived in this house. The next listing of a prostitute on Wilkinson Street appears in the subsequent census entry: Annie Henderson, white, age twenty-four, who had three children: Julia, Thomas, and Hattie, ages seven, five, and two. This dwelling also housed Teresa Edwards, white, age twenty-two, and Lulu Smith, white, age fifteen, both listed as boarders, both prostitutes. Sallie Owsley, white, age fifty-five, and also listed as a prostitute, lived across the street, facing the river, at 437 Wilkinson, along with twenty-one-year-old Rebecca Taylor, listed as a boarder and prostitute. Two doors down from them lived Anna Wells, white, age thirty-one, prostitute, with her three children, Charles, Nora, and William, ages fifteen, ten, and one. Eighteen-year-old Ida Hamilton lived as a boarder with the Wells family and also worked as a prostitute.
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Gaines’ Alley, from the North Frankfort (Craw) Real Estate Appraisals, 1958, Blk310 par38. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

In Gaines’ Alley (also known as Gas House Alley, Center Street, and Long Lane Alley), between Wilkinson and Washington Streets, the 1880 census lists another fairly dense concentration of sex workers. Josie Finn, white, age twenty, a prostitute, lived with her parents, Thomas and Lucinda Finn. Next door another prostitute, Belle Bancroft, white, age twenty-three, lived with her daughter Mattie, age six, and an eighteen-year-old boarder named Alleen Lambert, also listed as a prostitute. Belle Bancroft would move to 419 Wilkinson by 1883. Further down Long Lane Alley north of Clinton Street lived Lizzie Roberts, white, age twenty-four, occupation prostitute. Next door to Lizzie lived Mary Burns, white, age thirty-two, a prostitute and the wife of Norman Burns. Katie Kay, age twenty-one, their boarder, also worked as a prostitute. Nancy Carter, white, age twenty-nine, a prostitute, lived with her twelve-year-old daughter, Sallie. Thirty-eight-year-old Kate Moore lived alone on Washington Street, and twenty-seven-year-old Elizabeth Louden ran a house with twenty-one-year-old Flora Shindlebower as a boarder; all were listed as prostitutes.

Although this particular census district was, in terms of percentages, predominantly black, the 1880 census does not identify a single prostitute in the district as black. However, African Americans certainly worked as prostitutes in Craw. In addition to the “eight to ten negro women” arrested for prostitution by Officer Kirkpatrick in 1876, the Capital reported in August of 1885 that “twenty dollars each was the fine imposed upon four colored women Wednesday, for keeping a disorderly house in Craw.”85 But black women did not receive the same latitude afforded to their white sisters and thus may have been afraid to identify their profession to the census taker. In addition, black prostitutes may have needed a more “legitimate” occupation in addition to prostitution in order for them to economically survive, and that may have been the occupation listed by the census taker.

In 1884, Captain H. J. Hyde delivered his first annual report as the chief of police to Frankfort’s mayor and city council. The final portion of his report, entitled “A Word about ‘Craw,’” specifically noted the problem of prostitution. After distinguishing between Craw’s “respectable, worthy citizens” and those prone to “rowdyism and drunkenness,” Hyde called on the city council to clean up the neighborhood:

This part of the precinct has at the present time ten houses of prostitution and about ten or eleven dram shops within a few squares of each other. Most of the turbulence is confined to this narrow limit, where the dram shops are located. On Saturday night and all day on Sunday there is a continual stream of drunkards from them of every color. Every Saturday night, and other nights, the lowest class of negroes, all under the influence of whisky, have dances where the vile and vicious meet of both sexes, howling like so many Dervishes, making the night hideous with their drunken orgies. On Sunday it is a perfect Babel. None of the neighbors will report these places for keeping a disorderly house, and police can not do it, for if the person living close by will not make complaint to the magistrate no other person can. The rowdyism of Craw is not produced by the houses of prostitution. It is true their avocation is one of sin but there are other houses that produce sin, death, shame and poverty. Look to them. Don’t stone the women and let the men go free. Restrict or cut off altogether the sale of liquor in this locality. But if they are allowed to sell, confine its sale to one or two instead of ten bar-rooms and others in process of erection.

Look at South Frankfort on Sunday without a single barroom. “So quiet is it there it would seem that there was a prayer meeting in heaven;” then go visit Craw with her open doggeries and drunken rowdies, and you will think there is a barbecue in hell. If the council will not heed this, your police force will have to be augmented. It is true the police have kept it in check tolerably well, but nevertheless shooting and fighting would occur, and often I had to center the entire force in the locality, leaving the business portion exposed, to prevent drunken rowdies from committing violence and cutting up dog in Craw.86

Although the foregoing condemns Craw more or less wholesale, the authoritative voice of local law enforcement aims his reproach at the black residents of the neighborhood, calling them the “lowest class of negroes” and criticizing their “vile and vicious” behavior. The demonization of blacks by Frankfort’s white chief of police is here generalized to the entire neighborhood—largely racially segregated from other neighborhoods in Frankfort—despite disclaimers that he would restrict his accusations to the “disorderly portion” of Craw. Demonstrating oppressive racial antipathy, the report omits the white community members’ involvement in these self-same “vile and vicious” behaviors. Hyde’s report appeared just four years after the city directory listed the names and ages of Craw’s white sex workers, but named no sex workers of African descent.

In 1888 an article in the Frankfort Roundabout criticized the white power structure that permitted such misrepresentations. The article states that “in the unholy precincts of Craw houses of ill fame are permitted to bloom and blossom as a rose” and faults city governments’ lack of enforcement: “The police will not report or swear against the proprietor or keeper of any house. They ‘stand in’ with the inmates, and they will not inform on them.”87 Religious denunciation, in this case, is not leveled upon the neighborhood, although disapproval is clearly stated in the descriptor “unholy precinct.” However, this criticism is squarely placed on the systemic abuse of power in Frankfort’s white city government regarding its participation in and protection of a corrupt process, reflecting public outrage regarding the city’s tolerance of the sex trade in Craw. The accusation that the police “stood in” with the inmates later proved credible.

H. P. Williams Jr., chief of police in Frankfort in 1893, reported to the city’s police and fire commissioners that he must suspend Officer George Smith from duty, under the charge of being intoxicated while on duty. Officer Smith was also charged with “entering the premises of one Lottie Brown (who keeps a house of bad repute in the city of Frankfort) on the night of Aug. 22, 1893.” Both acts violated police force rules and regulations.88

At the time of this incident, Lottie Brown lived at 419 Wilkinson Street, a bordello run by Belle Bancroft in the early 1880s. Lottie Brown had minor significance in the history of prostitution in central Kentucky: between 1882 and 1883, she had had the distinction of being an “inmate” in Lexington, in the employment of Madam Belle Brezing, madam of one of the South’s “most orderly of disorderly houses.”89 Brezing’s status as a local folk hero was so influential that her death in 1940 merited an obituary alongside those of world celebrities in Time magazine.90 Although Brezing’s clientele included numerous socially prominent and wealthy men from all over the world, her strict environment frustrated many of Belle’s “girls,” and they eventually struck out on their own.91 The reason for Lottie Brown’s departure from Lexington may never be known, because the nature of her profession was transitory and strongly encouraged anonymity. Nevertheless, she indirectly connects the renowned Madam Belle Brezing to Frankfort’s Craw.
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Lottie Brown. Belle Brezing Collection. Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Kentucky Libraries.

Moral outrage over prostitution in Craw, and the lack of enforcement of the city’s laws, both continued to grow. In 1887, the Frankfort Roundabout reported that the grand jury had “found one hundred indictments against gambling, tippling houses and houses of prostitution,” commenting, “Now let’s see if the officers will execute the law to its full extent.”92 In 1896 the following headline appeared in the Argus: “The Bawdy House Again to the Front.” Apparently there had been a request to repeal a certain city ordinance that punished owners who knowingly rented their dwellings to individuals for use as a “house of ill fame”: “This ordinance was enacted to protect the decent people that were surrounded by bawdy houses in Craw.” Stressing that the ordinance should not be repealed, the writer warned that doing so would only “enable owners of property to lease for immoral purposes.”93

Although evidence demonstrates that prostitution also occurred in other parts of the city, the prevalent rhetoric leaves little doubt that Craw possessed the greatest concentration of sex workers in Frankfort. In 1910 the U.S. Congress passed the Mann Act, which prohibited the interstate traffic of “white slaves,” and soon after, in 1912, prostitution in Craw stirred interest from the federal government. Under the State Journal headline “WHITE SLAVERS BEING WATCHED,” an article declared that the Department of Justice was inspecting Craw as part of its investigation of “white slave traffic.”94 The article announced that Paul C. Gaines, the attorney in charge, was seeking any information on which to base an investigation, especially with regard to “procurers and the movement of these people from city to city.”95

Like Frankfort, cities throughout the nation struggled to successfully deal with prostitution. Although social purity reformers and moral perfectionists advocated the complete abolition of prostitution, city governments nationwide experimented with containment strategies. Although Frankfort officials never formally segregated the Craw as a “red light district,” the State Journal reported in April 1913 that “there is no city ordinance segregating these women” and that the Franklin County grand jury had notified prostitutes that they could live in dwellings located in “Gas House alley alone,” reporting that “city authorities are carrying out the ruling made by the grand jury.”96 The Frankfort city directory for that year supports this statement: every dwelling but three within the confines of Gas House Alley was a bordello.97 In the directory, the residents of ten out of thirteen addresses on the alley are given the official title of “Madam.”98

Later the same month, following the grand jury’s informal establishment of a “red light district,” a devastating fire engulfed the neighborhood, consumed most of the houses on Gas House Alley, and raised the question of where the Craw’s prostitutes would now reside, having been unofficially relegated to the alley. With the city thrown into a panic, a headline announced that these women “MUST STAY SEGREGATED: Inmates of the Burned Houses Can’t Invade Other Streets”:

Six houses and a small stable in Gas House alley, the city’s proscribed section, were destroyed by flames early yesterday morning. Failure to get water from the waterworks for three quarters of an hour or more, the firemen say, resulted in the almost unchecked spread of the flames for a time. One effect of the fire is the wiping out of over half of the “redlight,” all but three houses having been destroyed. The women who live in the burned places were notified by the city authorities yesterday, that they would not be allowed to locate in any other part of the city, but that the city would pay their transportation if they wished to leave for “other” towns.99

The houses that were destroyed were establishments run by the prostitutes Minnie Bell, Gertrude Evans, Dora West, Grace Sherwood, Jewel Taylor, Jessie Morris, and Mary Burns. The fire allegedly began in the one-story frame house of Minnie Bell, which was unoccupied at the time due to the prior week’s flooding that had covered Gas House Alley in five to six feet of water. The article mentions that rumors were circulating regarding the origins of the fire, but that the cause had yet to be determined.

“THOSE DRINKING AND GAMBLING HELLS”

Craw’s reputation among residents of Frankfort had been shaped by several decades of direct observation, rumor, moral perception, stereotypes, and imagination. The Craw’s character stirred righteous emotions throughout Frankfort, especially among those wishing for reform: “The street preacher, said to be one of the Salvation Army, tackled Craw Tuesday and found some rather tough citizens in that locality.”100 Clearly, during this time, what “Craw” represented to the public imagination was not far from actuality. Indeed, many “rather tough citizens” did live in the neighborhood.

From the time of earliest settlement, Kentuckians have debated what to do about liquor. Although the antiliquor lobby has ebbed and flowed, a serious state legislative attempt at regulation first occurred in 1874, giving local communities the right to choose between “wet” and “dry” status.101 Once associated with moderation, temperance as a concept now became synonymous with the complete prohibition of alcohol. As support for temperance grew, public pressure increased on Frankfort’s city officials to deal with the abuses of alcohol in Craw. From the 1870s, the public believed that Frankfort officials tolerated criminal events in Craw and conveniently looked the other way when unsavory incidents took place there; public opinion also often blamed alcohol for such immoral behavior. Citizens both inside and outside Craw often complained, but the city rarely took swift action. The public also expressed frustration regarding enforcement of the “Sunday Laws,” which prohibited the sale of alcohol on the Christian Sabbath: “The repeal of the Sunday law means drunkenness, carousing, fighting, horse racing, cock fighting, and the like on Sunday.”102 An 1887 article proclaimed that while the churches were laboring to save souls, “it seems that there is a revival going on in the whisky saloons, especially on Sundays.” The authors of the article walked the streets of Craw one Sunday morning “and saw those who ought to have been in Sunday school hanging around and going in and out of those drinking and gambling hells.”103 Most reformers viewed the consumption of alcohol as the source of problems throughout the week. One article reported on “two more cases of drunkenness and disorderly conduct in the north end close to the brothels and low saloons,” commenting, “So proceeds the wretched dance of moral ruin and death. How long shall the drunken rod of lawlessness, harlotry, and vice go on?”104

Although aggressive rhetoric condemning the behavior of those living and working in Craw commonly appeared in the newspapers, the perceived failure of law-enforcement officials to “suppress and reform” the district sparked the harshest public condemnation: “If the grand jury now in session will but faithfully and resolutely exhaust its powers in its proceedings against the keepers of the bagnios, and the City Council but do the same against the owners of the houses so used, the good work of suppression and reformation, both of the polluted district and whole city, will undoubtedly be assured.”105 The public not only perceived corruption in the prostitutes and proprietors who ran the bawdy houses and saloons in Craw but also directed their reformist rhetoric toward corrupt politicians and their fraudulent dealings in and electoral exploitation of the neighborhood.106 One article observed that as elections drew near, “the gentleman from Craw, Battle Alley, or South Africa suddenly become a prominent citizen,” stating that while this “gentleman” usually “loaf[s] around the streets, living off what money or whiskey is given him by candidates for weeks,” on Election Day, he will “sell himself to the highest bidder, get on a glorious drunk and land in the work-house.” Upon his release, he “slinks off to his hovel to get ready for another election.”107 Indeed, around polling time, politicians often distributed “election lightning” in Craw, and during the closing decades of the nineteenth century, public outcry grew into heated and intense expressions of moral frustration. In February 1887, one newspaper editorial articulated this frustration: “The city of Frankfort should inaugurate prompt measures for the suppression of the vice that is running rampant in that disreputable quarter known as ‘Craw.’ The events of a disgraceful character which have so long outraged the feelings of all decent people should be squelched by the merciless hand of the law. . . . This hot-bed of flagrant immorality should be speedily purged of its immoral infection. . . . Join hands in demanding that the disreputableness of ‘Craw’ shall cease.”108 The article’s characterization of “vice running rampant” in the “disreputable quarter known as Craw” carefully excludes from condemnation the “decent” citizens who were “of necessity obliged to live in that vicinity.” Indeed, Craw had a large percentage of poor residents, both white and black, who would be characterized by the authors of such articles as “decent,” but the neighborhood as a whole presented a much larger and easier target. The evil influence of Craw on the “moral atmosphere” of Frankfort thus became the rallying point for moral reformers: public outcry toward the city’s tolerance of vice would periodically swell, only to soon deflate. However, an event occurred on September 4, 1909, that dramatically changed the city’s laissez-faire approach to Craw.

SHOTS FIRED

“TWO KILLED AND THREE WOUNDED IN RIOT IN CRAW: Battle between Soldiers and Civilians Stirs All Frankfort.”109 The “riot” occurred on September 6, 1909, in “the Tenderloin section of Frankfort,” where a serious shooting occurred outside Howser’s Saloon on the corner of Mero and Center streets. Sergeant Ingram Tate of Somerset, Kentucky, and a civilian, Jeff Cook of Frankfort, died. Alex McNally, William Nickels, and Ed Miller were wounded. Alex’s father told the Lexington paper the Kentucky Evening Gazette, “There had been trouble all the week between the boys of the Second Regiment and the boys of the Craw section. There had been several clashes on the streets down here at night, none of them serious, but everybody was expecting trouble of a serious nature.”110 Alex McNally explained:

He and Joe Nichols [sic] were standing just inside the door to the wine room when Sergeant Tate entered. Tate brushed between them jostling Nichols to one side. Nichols said something to him about rubbing against him . . . and the soldier responded in an angry tone. Both jumped back there was an oath or two and each man reached for his hip pocket. I saw Nichols pistol first as the soldier was between Nichols and me. Joe fired just about the time the soldier pulled his weapon. The bullet intended for Tate struck me in the breast. I dodged out the door and started for my home on Wilkinson street. When I reached the home of my aunt about two blocks from the scene of the trouble I fell weak and decided to go in there and have them get a doctor.111

Despite conflicting accounts, most reports note that Tate never fired his gun. Joe Conway, the bartender at Howser’s Saloon that evening, reported that he had been serving a customer behind the bar when he heard “three shots in the wine room or dance hall, just back of the bar.” Conway commented that the shots were fired “as quickly as it is possible for shots to be fired.” Although he could not confirm whether or not the shots had been fired from one weapon, he thought that they were. He described the scene immediately following the shooting: “Joe Nickels ran from the dance hall into the bar room coming in behind the counter. . . . Nickels ran from the bar into the tap room and . . . went on out the back door. I do not know whether the soldier shot or not.”112

An hour-long chaotic shootout unfolded between the other soldiers accompanying Tate that evening and the civilians in the bar. Bullets riddled Howser’s Saloon, breaking the glass out of nearly every window. There was immediate speculation that the soldiers had used their army-issued rifles during the fray; close forensic examination of the bullet holes revealed that “some of the bullets went clear through the building, tearing through the two outer walls and several intervening partitions. Probably fifty bullet holes are to be found in the building.”113 Frankfort historian L. F. Johnson confirmed just three years later that the conflict had originated inside the house and that after the soldiers left the saloon, “about fifty of them congregated on the outside, some had revolvers and others rifles.” Johnson added that “the citizens” had taken refuge in the upstairs rooms and that “a great many shots were fired by each side; the building and the furniture were almost completely demolished.”114

Civilian and military investigators had difficulty determining exactly what happened inside Howser’s Saloon that evening. At an examining trial, soldiers and civilian witnesses offered conflicting testimony. The civilians all swore that Tate had threatened Nickels: “Will Kinkead swore that he saw Tate with a pistol in his hand advancing towards Nickels and that Nichols backed up against the wall to get away” and that “Nickels did not fire till he believed Tate was about to shoot him.”115 All three of the soldiers who testified gave conflicting accounts about what happened between Tate and Nickels and just who fired first. In addition, all three swore they saw no one from outside the saloon fire any shots into the building after the initial shots were fired. At the conclusion of the testimony, Judge Polsgrove declared, “The testimony shows that two people were killed and two wounded in this shooting and yet there is no proof that the defendant, Nickels, shot any of them except Tate, and there is no direct testimony that he fired the first shot at Tate. All the others who were concerned in the shooting are free and I will not hold this boy on the kind of testimony that has been produced. He is dismissed.” Judge Polsgrove acquitted Nickels on the grounds of self-defense. Craw would not be as fortunate.

THE SALOON ORDINANCE OF 1909

Few incidents in the neighborhood’s history attracted more attention than the 1909 incident that resulted in the fatal shooting at Howser’s Saloon. Although citywide calls for reform in Craw had risen and fallen in cyclic fashion throughout the course of its existence, the 1909 incident drew the most visceral and vocal response yet. Shortly after the incident, a grand jury indicted E. W. Howser, the owner of the saloon in which the riot had originated, for maintaining a nuisance. The indictment of Howser was said to be “the first step taken in an effort to secure better order in the Craw district.”116

On September 9, 1909, the Frankfort News proposed that a special policeman be assigned to concentrate his attention solely on maintaining better order in “the saloon district of Craw.” The newspaper suggested that the salary of the private watchman be paid by the district’s merchants.117 However, over the following days, calls for reform escalated in intensity: trying to maintain order within the Craw did not go far enough for many emerging reformers.

In addition to attempts to increase law enforcement, the incident inspired a strong call for moral reformation, stressing the dangers that Craw posed to the city of Frankfort. On September 7, 1909, a Frankfort News headline decried “CRAW’S TOLL OF BLOOD,” suggesting that the “disorderly dives in Craw” be closed and this “carnival of crime stopped.” Craw was “where the vicious and the low congregate” and where violence “clogs” the courts with murder cases. “The Craw,” the paper opined, “is a festering sore spot on the body politic of the city and the only way to cure it is to remove it.” Craw was compared to “a cancer eating and feeding on the body”: a “knife must be used and the cancer must be cut out by the roots and removed.” “The Craw dives,” the paper went on, “stand yet as a menace to the city, reaching out their slimy tentacles for the young men of Frankfort to squeeze the life blood out of them.” The predominant yet usually quiet “good people of the city” must “rise up in their might and wipe out Craw and make it impossible for any similar place to exist in Frankfort again.”118

Individual churches, the Citizens Improvement Association, and the Business Men’s Club also began to rally against the existence of the neighborhood itself. On September 11, 1909, a headline in the Frankfort News declared “AN AWAKENING AT LAST,” stressing the need for swift action, claiming that the greatest danger was the “ever-fickle public,” who would “too quickly forget about Craw.” Although there appeared to be “almost unanimous demand that the Craw saloons be wiped out,” it was feared that “in a few days the fight of Saturday night will be forgotten,” and nothing would be done. The city council was encouraged to act quickly, the paper stressing that “half-way measures will not avail. . . . The Craw must be wiped out.”119

Many newspaper articles of the period contained similarly angry rhetoric, referring to the Craw as “that sore spot” and portraying the neighborhood as “a breeding place for crime and criminals . . . [that] should not be permitted to exist.” They argued that the “quiescent” and “ever-fickle public will too quickly forget about Craw.” In the past, general calls for the reform of Craw had varied in intensity. Public criticism would initially follow incidents in Craw if they were of such magnitude as to rise above the respectable public’s level of tolerance. The outcry, however, would typically be quickly forgotten. This article in the Frankfort News is one of the earliest instances when public rhetoric followed a call for reform in the district with a call for its eradication.

The Business Men’s Club led the charge against the saloons in Craw in September 1909 with a clear agenda. Under the headline “WAR ON CRAW SALOONS PROMISES GOOD RESULTS,” the Frankfort newspaper reported on a special meeting of the Business Men’s Club, at which its members recommended that no more liquor licenses be assigned to vendors in Craw. City court records, the club noted, demonstrated that more than half of the arrests taking place in the city of Frankfort were from Craw and that in the past few years “no less than eleven men have been killed in the small area down there known as the saloon district, besides a number of cases of cutting and shooting that did not result fatally.”120 The meeting yielded a resolution to petition the city council to consider passing an ordinance prohibiting the granting of licenses to sell alcohol in the territory, which was described quite specifically: “South of Broadway, West of High street, North of the Kentucky river and East of Washington in the City of Frankfort.”121

By creating a saloon district that excluded the streets of the Craw in the Craw Saloon Ordinance, passed in 1909, the city council indirectly codified the neighborhood’s boundaries. The Frankfort News reported that in acting on this issue, the city council was answering the demands of Frankfort’s population. Presented with petitions, city leaders were now charged with the task of saving the city from this “festering sore spot.” The council meeting was attended by many who “wanted the ordinance restricting saloons to a defined territory passed and the council acceded to the demand.”122 At the time, thirty-two saloons operated in Frankfort, and the new ordinance now established a “saloon zone,” wherein saloons would be given legal sanction; saloons would be prohibited outside this zone. Along with the Business Men’s Club, others also submitted petitions to the council: Reverend Dr. M. B. Adams, representing the congregation of the Baptist church; Frank Chinn, representing the First Presbyterian church; Reverend Dr. C. R. Hudson, representing members of the Christian church; and Judge Ben Williams, who represented the Citizen’s Improvement Association.123 The actions taken by the Frankfort city council drew attention outside the city as well, Lexington’s Herald-Leader reporting, “COUNCIL IS AFTER SALOONS IN CRAW: Answer Demand of People to Cut Out Dives in Capital City’s Worst District.”124

Although few citizens dissented when the ordinance was passed, saloon owners accused the council of passing a measure that was by nature “a punishment to the innocent as well as the guilty.”125 The council answered this protest by invoking the “protective organization” of saloon keepers who selectively ignored those in violation of the law. The council firmly chastised these saloon keepers: “Now, having declined to protest themselves they must stand for what they have brought on themselves.”126

Some also felt the city council’s punitive actions would mark the beginning of trouble in the saloon district of Craw, not the end. The Frankfort News warned that by prohibiting liquor sales in Craw, the council had opened the door for illegal sales. Others predicted that “the women who keep the houses of Craw” and occupy the “houses of ill fame” would fill the void left in the absence of saloons by illegally selling liquor: “the public may be sure that the women will try to take the place left vacant by the removal of the saloons.”127 Once again, then, the prostitutes of Craw entered the public discussion, the editorial writer reminding the public that the saloons were only a single factor on a long list of evils present in the district. As it turned out, this warning proved prescient: violation of the ordinance persisted in the years following its passage.

Observing the continuation of illegal activity in Craw despite the 1909 ordinance, city leaders actively condemned the Craw as a “slum” and a “city menace” to larger Frankfort. The Civic League of Frankfort’s Civic Improvement Committee, founded in 1903 by the “ladies of this city” to promote city cleanliness, followed up in 1909 by recommending that the “tenement houses” on “lower Wilkinson street” be officially declared a nuisance and cleaned up.128 The committee adopted a resolution proposing that many of the “unhealthy tenement houses” located in Craw should be taken care of: they were described as having “leaking roofs, open windows and intolerable conditions generally, destroying the health of women and children, and entailing untold suffering to the occupants, who are required to pay rents by indifferent landlords.” The Civic Improvement Committee recommended that a health officer and a physician inspect the worst places in Craw and report their owners to the city council, which should “take immediate and vigorous steps to require substantial improvements in said miserable houses.”129

[image: Image]

Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph no. 7, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

Three months following this declaration, Allison Fellows Bacon of Evansville, Indiana, spoke at the First Christian Church in Frankfort. Bacon, introduced by Mayor James H. Polsgrove, reflected on how “the slums revenge themselves upon society for its neglect and abuse.” She showed photographs “thrown upon a screen by stereopticon” of the slums of other cities, followed by comparable pictures from Frankfort. The State Journal later reported that Bacon’s images of Frankfort’s slums included “washing floating in the germ-laden atmospheres, [and] consumptives lying on dirty pallets.” Bacon went on to describe the children of the neighborhood as “future voters or criminals,” striking fear in the audience when she stated that Craw would create a “starting point for summer epidemics.” Mayor Pols-grove concluded the evening by paying “tribute to the work women are playing in civic reform.”130 Civic and moral reformers continued to actively work to rid Frankfort of the evil that was Craw. Whether targeting alcohol, gambling, violence, or prostitution, or inspired by their perception of the neighborhood’s slumlike conditions as untenable, these reformers strove to improve Frankfort by destroying Craw.
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(Above) Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph no. 1, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society. (Below) Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph no. 5, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph no. 6, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.

Despite actions like the saloon ordinance of 1909 and the work of the Civic Improvement Committee, the Craw’s “evil” elements persisted. Not until 1918 did the city of Frankfort feel it had definitively scored a victory in its war against Craw. That year, an article in the State Journal noted, “Bloodshed gave ‘Craw’ its fame as much as vice. . . . Murders once were of almost weekly occurrences.” The same article now proclaimed that “Frankfort’s famous ‘Craw’ district passed out of existence yesterday as a social factor. The saloons were withdrawn from there into the restricted zone three years ago and yesterday morning Circuit Court Judge Stout had before him all the women indicted at the present term of court.”131 By 1918, then, civic leaders were pronouncing Craw dead. But in a splendid irony, these reports of the Craw’s demise were short-lived and premature: the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution breathed new life into Craw.
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