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“Margie’s Day”

Youth, Race, and Uprisings in Wartime Harlem

Cause everything that Hitler and Mussolini do, Negroes get 
the same treatment from you.
— Langston Hughes, “Beaumont to Detroit: 1943”

“A hoodlum is a hoodlum,” a New York Amsterdam News contributor 
opined, “and the sooner we stop calling them by any other name and 
regarding them as something else, the sooner we will be on our way 
toward bringing to a halt the numerous outbursts of violence.” The 
dogged stance printed in the African American weekly reflected a popu-
lar viewpoint in wartime Harlem as segments of the community grew 
frustrated by the shifts in behavior that its young people were showing. 
On the one hand, these “outbursts of violence” did take place, and when 
they did, it validated the criticism. On the other hand, this “hoodlum” 
designation condemned black youths in New York City in a very par-
ticular way to create the backdrop of the 1943 Harlem uprising. More 
specifically, the hoodlum premise was employed to criminalize black 
protestors and conflated their behaviors with the racialized discourse 
surrounding wartime crime and delinquency.1

The 1943 Harlem uprising joined a series of revolts across the nation in 
response to long- standing racial resentments and animosities. For many 
Americans on the World War II home front, the wartime conditions 
improved their economic standing. But still, though the Depression de-
cade was over, millions of Americans remained unemployed and lived 
in dismal conditions. Unfortunately, most blacks in New York, and those 
new to the city, fell in the latter category. As the country poured funds 
into war- related industries and training programs expanded, many 
blacks expected better living conditions and a fair share in the new eco-
nomic boom. Others enlisted in the armed forces to serve their country 



40 | Youth, Race, and Uprisings in Wartime Harlem

and make a living while doing so. And they were both reminded that  
racial discrimination and segregation limited those opportunities. “This 
blockage of a normal response to a general stimulation,” Kenneth B. 
Clark described, “plus the Negro’s inability to understand such obvious 
inconsistency between democratic principle and democratic practice, 
build up in him feelings of despair, futility, and frustration.” Such experi-
ences and emotions provoked protest.2

The 1943 Harlem uprising was a direct response to the system of dis-
crimination, segregation, and police brutality that plagued the commu-
nity up through the 1940s. The upheaval called public attention to the 
plight of black Harlemites, especially its youths, as they contested the 
urban landscape and sought equal access to wartime benefits. A reex-
amination of Harlem’s home front during World War II, centered on 
the 1943 uprising and its lasting impact on the community, reveals a no-
ticeable shift in police- communal relations. The excessive policing em-
ployed to quell the uprising in Harlem agitated the relations that were 
built in the community in the 1930s and negatively influenced youth 
perspectives of state authority and carceral sovereignty.

“When the Forces of Progress Meet the Forces of Reaction”: 
Harlem at War

The United States’ entry into World War II triggered an industrial mobi-
lization that provided an upsurge in jobs.3 Around the time of the attack 
on Pearl Harbor, the US Employment Service learned of more than 
280,000 new jobs that would be made available in the coming months. 
For an economy attempting to recover from the Great Depression, this 
was enormous relief. Most African Americans had high hopes of better-
ing their economic standing because of the plethora of jobs anticipated; 
others were skeptical because of the all- too- familiar circumstances that 
surrounded the new positions. Unfortunately, barriers to equal eco-
nomic opportunity prevailed, and more than half of the expected jobs 
“were absolutely barred to Negroes.” This applied to both skilled and 
unskilled workers in both northern and southern states.4

The expectation that the war industry would improve the economic 
status of all workers, regardless of race, proved to be illusory. For 
white workers, progress was almost immediate, and access to  wartime 
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 industries provided them a boost in wages and entry into labor unions. 
Black workers were not as fortunate. At the onset of the National 
 Defense Program in 1940, it was apparent that employment discrimina-
tion against black workers raised barriers against the use of the available 
labor power. According to Lester B. Granger, the executive secretary of 
the National Urban League, the reasons given for the nonemployment of 
black workers varied and were often “mutually contradictory.” The most 
common reasons for nonemployment, Granger stated, were, “Negroes 
never applied; whites and blacks can’t mix on the same job; haven’t time 
or money to build separate toilets; no trained Negroes are available; they 
are racially unequipped for skilled work; the union won’t have them; 
don’t like Negroes and don’t want them around; this is a rush job and we 
haven’t time for experiments.” But the unprecedented drain on labor re-
serves caused by the war demanded industries that held defense contract 
to reexamine their hiring practices. The Advisory Commission to the 
Council of National Defense urged these companies to consider training 
and employing black workers in all occupations for which they could be 
used. They advised holders of defense contracts that in the congressional 
bill that appropriated funds for vocational training and employment, 
there was a “provision that the benefits of such training must not be de-
nied to any worker because of his race, religion, or place of birth.” Even 
so, neither the government’s insistence nor the war was strong enough 
to convince many employers at home to drop old habits.5

The black press and organizations representing social welfare came 
out against the racial discrimination that blacks experienced through-
out the country, as they were constantly denied opportunities to obtain 
gainful employment. Committees were formed in most black communi-
ties, providing the masses with a platform to express their resentment, 
and as Granger declared, “the more angry Negroes became, the longer 
grew the names of their ‘co- ordinating committees.’” Surveys and off-
hand investigations supported the claims that blacks were being denied 
jobs and that the few exceptions were in unskilled work. One summary 
of the national situation was that “only about 1.3 percent of all workers 
in war industries in any capacity are colored and most of them are in 
unskilled jobs.” These alarming numbers and the steady pressure applied 
by national organizations forced the president of the United States to get 
involved.6
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Once word got around that various black organizations were prepar-
ing to march on Washington, led by A. Philip Randolph and the Broth-
erhood of Sleeping Car Porters, President Franklin D. Roosevelt took 
immediate action to mitigate the potential protest. He requested that 
Randolph and the members of his committee come to Washington to 
meet to discuss alternatives, and upon their agreement to cancel the 
march on June 25, 1941, President Roosevelt issued Executive Order 
8802, which prohibited racial discrimination in the national defense in-
dustry. The march was canceled, and, seemingly, the long fight for equal 
employment opportunities was over. Many blacks soon learned, how-
ever, that though the executive order was a step in the right direction, 
it did not produce immediate change, as employers took their time to 
make the change.7

It was not until the latter half of 1942 and the early parts of 1943 
that most blacks who entered war work gained employment in varying 
industries, some more so than others. For example, shipbuilding expe-
rienced a 10 percent gain, compared to a 2 percent increase in electrical 
work; and war industries in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware 
 increased from 4 to 7 percent, while Los Angeles’s nonwhite employment 
increased almost fourfold. Nationally, black employment in defense in-
dustries almost tripled within a two- year span, and the total number of 
black workers in the United States increased by a third, from 4.4 million 
to 5.9 million employed. These employment gains for black workers, as 
stated in an annual report issued by the president of the Tuskegee Insti-
tute, F. D. Patterson, marked a “definite improvement [and] have given 
new impetus and hope to the educational and training efforts of Negro 
youth.” As young people watched their adult relatives obtain gainful em-
ployment, it signaled a step in the right direction.8

For black New Yorkers, the economic gains being made elsewhere 
from wartime industries were not as abundant in the Big Apple. The Na-
tional Urban League estimated that 2 percent of the war workers in the 
New York area were black, compared to the 6 percent of the city’s popu-
lation who were black, and many were in menial work. The City- Wide 
Citizens’ Committee on Harlem also reported that “war production has 
had little influence on the Negro’s economic status in this city.” Surely 
there were exceptions, for example, a small factory on the west side of 
the city that rewired and repaired shrapnel- riddled instrument panels 
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and sometimes the damaged bodies of B- 29 bombers. Doris Saunders, a 
black woman Harlemite, was a solderer who obtained employment, 
along with her two sisters, in the plant. It is important to note, however, 
that a part of the reason that blacks in the city generally struggled to 
obtain wartime employment was the lack of manufacturing positions 
in the city. The city paled in comparison to other parts of the state and 
other states around the country, but some blacks, such as the Saunders 
sisters, took advantage of the defense industry in New York City. Still, 
despite New York being one of two states that matched the federal gov-
ernment in passing legislation forbidding racial discrimination in war 
industries, the economic advances were relatively minor and did not 
meet the expectations of black New Yorkers, especially in Harlem, and 
their frustrations began to grow.9

Black youths, again, bore the brunt of the frustrations caused by 
this collision— the promise of jobs with a lack of opportunities. The 
American Council on Education conducted a study in 1940 on the at-
titude of black youths toward race relations. They found that “lower- 
class, middle- class, and, in some cases, upper- class youth place an equal 
chance with whites for jobs first among the changes which they would 
like to see in race relations.” The war seemed to accelerate the pace to-
ward this economic democracy. However, since vocational schools took 
their cues from other wartime industries, black youths were often de-
nied the opportunity for adequate training for industrial occupations. 
Employers who were unwilling to hire black workers in production 
jobs were doubly resistant to admitting them into the training classes 
established in their factories. Thus, a circle of defense discrimination 
against black workers emerged: “no training and therefore no jobs; no 
jobs and therefore no union memberships; employer and union opposi-
tion and therefore no training.”10

All in all, the war industry and economic improvements did not 
drastically change the social fabric of Harlem. Employment opportuni-
ties expanded, somewhat; however, racial discrimination remained the 
standard, and black Harlemites’ economic standing and access to edu-
cational resources did not match their expectations. Especially, school- 
age youths were critical of the education system and the preparation 
it provided for employment opportunities. Most believed “school was 
a waste of time,” and only a small minority thought attending school 
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regularly would result in landing gainful employment. Even those who 
were attending school frequently had their reasons for becoming disen-
gaged. In the master’s thesis that Steven Ross wrote on Harlem during 
the Second World War, he found that overcrowded school conditions 
and dated textbooks that “painted an unfavorable picture of the black 
man” discouraged everyday attendance and diminished youngsters’ faith 
in what they were being taught. This was among several reasons, such as 
economic hardship, that many Harlem youths dropped out.11

But at home, more often than not, these black youths would find that 
their families were fighting to make ends meet. Some relied on govern-
ment relief well into 1940s, and though job prospects improved, more 
so for whites than blacks, black families’ income remained substandard. 
Even with a lower cost of living in Harlem than in other parts of New 
York City, black families’ incomes did not cover their basic necessities, 
and their living conditions remained dire. Segregation and discrimi-
nation continued to limit blacks’ access to wartime benefits, and the 
optimism was dwindling— a combination that historically prompted 
grassroots activism.12

The Kindling of an Uprising: Local Organizing and  
Activism before Unrest

As the war progressed, political programs aimed toward improving 
the living conditions of African Americans on the home front were 
slowing or ending, especially for black Harlemites. Most government 
and public attention was turned away from domestic problems and 
concentrated on the war abroad and international relations. New Deal 
agencies that were once helpful to blacks were being cut. The threat of 
a march on Washington was “successful” in attaining its major goal— a 
national ban on racial discrimination in the defense industry— but 
ended with just that. Adam Clayton Powell Jr., the “darling of most 
black New Yorkers,” focused most of his energy on his upcoming 
congressional campaign. And Mayor La Guardia, who had appointed 
“more Negroes to big, responsible jobs . . . than all the other mayors of 
the city combined,” including Justice Jane Bolin, was losing his foot-
ing with black New Yorkers as he prioritized the war effort over the 
problems of his city.13
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Mayor La Guardia— who was not too far removed from being at a 
political rally at Colonial Park in Harlem where over twenty thousand 
black supporters chanted, “That’s our mayor!”— found himself being 
publicly referred to as “one of the most pathetic figures on the current 
American scene,” who no longer needed the black vote and, therefore, 
ignored black concerns.14

Mayor La Guardia was arguably the most polarizing politician among 
black New Yorkers in wartime Harlem, and his mayoral tenure became 
more volatile over time. When he was appointed in 1933, La Guardia 
marked the end of the Tammany Hall corruption that had previously 
run the city. Two years later, an uprising swept Harlem as the frustra-
tions that had been intensified by the Depression exploded when a 
youth, Lino Rivera, was involved in a violent altercation with a store 
owner who accused him of stealing a penknife. A woman who witnessed 
the fracas, as accounted by the historian Cheryl Greenberg, “screamed 
that the boy had been hurt or killed.” As a crowd gathered shortly after, a 
hearse pulled up, and the crowd concluded that the young boy had been 
killed. Once the police arrived, they arrested the woman who screamed 
for disorderly conduct, attempted to disperse the crowd, and shut down 
the store. Another crowd assembled afterward, except this time holding 
signs and giving speeches, to protest racial violence in the city. Then “a 
rock hurtled through the store window and the riot began.” The num-
bers of those who participated reached the thousands, spreading along 
125th Street, from Fifth to Eight Avenues, and when it was all said and 
done, seventy- five people were arrested, fifty- seven civilians and seven 
police officers were injured, and more than six hundred windows were 
broken.15

Upon a return to normalcy, Mayor La Guardia appointed an inter-
racial Mayor’s Commission on Conditions in Harlem, to be led by the 
Howard University sociologist E. Franklin Frazier, to investigate the 1935 
uprising. The commission produced a thorough study that documented 
the social and economic conditions that black Harlemites faced that 
contributed to the March 19 incident. This was a step in the right direc-
tion, it was surmised, for La Guardia to improve race relations in the 
city, and his efforts were highlighted by black leaders around the city. 
Still, once the war started, the mayor continually made contradictory 
decisions that thwarted his efforts to appease black New Yorkers.16
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It was not surprising that the New York City mayor preferred a gradu-
alist approach to racial politics— better than some but not perfect. “A 
mayor who cannot look fifty or seventy- five years into the future,” Mayor 
La Guardia expressed, “is not worthy of being in City Hall.” Thus, while 
he made progressive decisions such as the Bolin appointment, his gradu-
alist philosophy frustrated many of the city’s black leaders and residents. 
Mayor La Guardia believed that racial barriers would eventually break 
down not by force but by “practiced goodwill  .  .  . and good, human 
qualities.” His job, as he explained, was to make impactful appointments, 
and he “expected blacks to take advantage of existing opportunities.” A 
series of events and decisions during the war, however, drove a deep 
divide between City Hall and black New Yorkers.17

Three decisions, in particular, stand out as driving this rift between 
Mayor La Guardia and black New Yorkers in the wartime period: the 
WAVES choice, the closing of the Savoy Ballroom, and the Stuyvesant 
Town controversy. First, in late 1942, the Navy requested La Guardia’s 
permission to use Hunter College in Manhattan’s Upper East Side and 
Walton High School in the Bronx as part of a training center for en-
listed women. The United States Naval Reserve, Women’s Reserve, better 
known as Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES), 
excluded black women. This issue was not raised in the negotiations for 
the use of the space; however, according to Adam Clayton Powell Jr. and 
the City Council, the segregation policy was well known, and they urged 
Mayor La Guardia to request an end to the practice in return for use 
of the space. He did not. By January 1943, WAVES was using the facili-
ties. Mayor La Guardia denied having authority over “any activity of the 
United States Navy,” and he was adamant that his city “must cooperate 
with the U.S. Navy in every possible way.” Small protests surfaced, but 
La Guardia disassociated himself by insisting that under the War Powers 
Act, “the City has absolutely no jurisdiction or power over . . . the United 
States Navy.”18

The next incident happened four months later when the NYPD closed 
the Savoy Ballroom, a nondiscriminatory dance hall in Harlem, because 
of alleged prostitution practices. Black leaders, including Powell and the 
NAACP’s Roy Wilkins, and the black press, led by the New York Amster-
dam News and the People’s Voice, disputed the allegations and were insis-
tent that the decision to shut down the Savoy Ballroom was prompted by 
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“race- mixing on the dance floor rather than by sexual solicitation.” Sup-
porters of the Harlem landmark, both black and white, were denied any 
opportunity to be heard in a formal hearing and were irate that Mayor 
La Guardia did not call for a more thorough  investigation. They denied 
the accusations of sexual solicitations and believed the charges were in-
flated. A poet, Andy Razaf, wrote on the closing of the dance hall in the 
People’s Voice and expressed that the Savoy was “guilty of national unity, 
of practicing real Democracy, by allowing the races, openly, to dance 
and mingle in Harlem.” Still, the allegations were degrading, and black 
Harlemites were upset by the lack of support from their mayor. Though 
Mayor La Guardia’s position on the matter was not clear, the closing of 
the Savoy Ballroom was unjust, and it continued to damage the rela-
tionship between him and black New York. In this wartime context, it 
appeared that the Savoy Ballroom was guilty of nothing except being in 
Harlem.19

By April 1943, with the closing of the Savoy Ballroom, Mayor La 
Guardia’s good standing with black New Yorkers, especially in Harlem, 
had essentially disappeared. Formerly viewed as an ardent defender 
of civil rights and black equality, the mayor made wartime decisions 
that provoked a sense of distrust that he had not previously encoun-
tered. For the mayor, he felt that some of the city’s black leaders, espe-
cially Powell, were largely responsible for instigating this rift. Mayor 
La Guardia received some support from some black constituents. For 
example, Warren Brown, a black contributor to the Saturday Review of 
Literature, agreed that Powell and “other sensational- mongering black 
leaders” were problematic and that the mayor’s gradualist approach to 
civil rights was appropriate “for future race problems.” The evidence 
proved otherwise, however, and amid the wartime atmosphere and as 
racial conflicts around the country emerged, the coup de grâce hap-
pened when Mayor La Guardia publicly supported the decision to build 
Stuyvesant Town, a white- only housing project in New York City.20

The Stuyvesant Town controversy upset countless black, and some 
white, New Yorkers as Mayor La Guardia openly supported the city’s 
decision to build a “walled city for [the] privileged.” The president of 
Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, Frederick H. Ecker, submitted to 
the mayor and the Board of Estimate plans to build a postwar housing 
project on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. The insurance company, 
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though burdened with a history of residential segregation, was given 
control of tenant selection. When asked whether black families would 
be permitted to apply for residency, Ecker responded, bluntly, “Negroes 
and whites don’t mix. Perhaps they will in a hundred years, but they 
don’t now.” He continued, “If we brought them into this development, it 
would be to the detriment of the city, too, because it would depress all 
the surrounding property.” At the end of a three- and- a- half- hour hear-
ing, the city approved the housing plan.21

By the end of the week, a rally was scheduled to take place at New 
York’s famous Madison Square Garden to protest the decision. It was 
expected that roughly twenty thousand persons, “about equally divided 
between white and Negro,” were to assemble and demand that the City 
Council revisit the decision. Some attendees, including Adam Clayton 
Powell Jr., went as far as to call for Mayor La Guardia’s impeachment— 
leading a chant that received a standing ovation. But, according to the 
voices at the rally, the Stuyvesant Town decision marked the culmi-
nation of a series of domestic issues in wartime New York that were 
marred by racial discrimination. Combined with the experiences of 
black soldiers abroad who fought “to help all people be free,” New York’s 
home front voiced its opposition and pleaded to Mayor La Guardia and 
other city officials not to let their sons and loved ones return home 
to find “Hitler’s police right here in dear old New York.” Such senti-
ment struck a chord nationwide as it echoed the Double V campaign— 
“victory over our enemies at home and abroad”— that black newspapers 
promoted from the onset of the war. After the rally in Madison Square 
Garden, La Guardia was forced to prioritize race relations in New York 
City.22

Heightened racial tensions were evident, in New York City and else-
where. Cities in the Jim Crow South such as Beaumont, Texas, and 
 Mobile, Alabama, witnessed uprisings as wartime conditions  intensified 
racial animosity. So too did northern and more liberal cities, such as 
Detroit and Los Angeles, which experienced upheaval as black service-
men clashed with white soldiers, civilians, and local law enforcement. 
Competition over employment opportunities and equal living condi-
tions that were promised by wartime industries ignited conflict— a 
scenario that was all too familiar to observers in New York City. Even 
still, Mayor La Guardia fought to convince himself that there was “no 
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Detroit here.” This was wishful thinking, because others knew very well 
of the “Negro problem in New York.”23

“Hoodlums’ Holiday”: Reexamining the 1943 Harlem Uprising

The start of a summer Sunday was routine for most New Yorkers, black 
and white.24 The weather continued to warm with late showers in the 
forecast, though they never occurred. Local newspapers printed articles 
that updated their readers on the war, briefed them on the president’s 
budget plans for fiscal year 1944, and reported that all three professional 
baseball teams sporting the city on their uniforms lost games the day 
before. In Harlem, well into the early evening, people gathered on side-
walks and stoops and sat on windowsills; it appeared to be the end of a 
typical summer day. “It was a reassuring picture” amid what had been 
an intense summer. Within a few hours, however, Walter White recalled 
being awakened by an NAACP staff member asking if he knew about the 
“riot . . . in Harlem.”25

On August 1, 1943, Marjorie (Margie) Polite was cited and arrested 
for disorderly conduct in Hotel Braddock in New York City’s Upper 
West Side. Popular accounts of what followed vary and have changed 
over time. General consensus remains, however, that the interaction 
between Polite and the arresting police officer, James Collins, became 
quarrelsome and attracted the attention of Robert Bandy, a black mili-
tary police (MP) officer who was on leave from the Army’s 703rd MP 
Battalion in Jersey City, and his mother, Florine Roberts, a domestic 
from Middletown, Connecticut, who were checking out of the hotel that 
night. Most reports indicate that Bandy and his mother protested the 
arrest and demanded that Officer Collins release Polite. The demand 
was perceived as threatening, according to the official police report, and 
a physical altercation ensued between Bandy and Collins. During the 
altercation, Bandy swiped Officer Collins’s nightstick, struck him with 
it, and attempted to flee. Bandy ignored Officer Collins’s request to halt, 
and Collins fired his revolver, striking Bandy in the upper body. Per Pri-
vate Bandy’s report, however, when the arresting officer shoved Margie 
Polite to the ground, he and his mother insisted that she be released, at 
which point Collins threw his nightstick at them. When Bandy refused 
to return the weapon, Officer Collins drew his pistol and shot him in the 
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shoulder. Police reinforcements arrived on the scene, and Private Bandy 
and Officer Collins were both admitted to hospitals— Collins to Syden-
ham Hospital and Bandy to the prison ward of Bellevue Hospital.26

A small crowd gathered in the hotel lobby as the incident transpired. 
Within minutes of the altercation, though Private Bandy sustained only 
a minor wound from the gunshot, word spread around Harlem that a 
white policeman had killed a black solider, who, some people said, had 
been protecting his mother. Crowds of Harlemites, mostly black, moved 
from the hotel to the hospital and then to the Twenty- Eighth Police 
Precinct. By 9:00 p.m., it was reported that the crowd grew to almost 
three thousand Harlemites, including “soldiers, respectably dressed men 
with jackets and ties, men and boys with open collars or polo shirts, 
youth in ‘zoot suits,’ women, girls, and children.” They demanded to see 
Private Bandy’s body and strongly urged the police department to take 
immediate action against the officer who was responsible for Bandy’s 
alleged death. For the next two hours, the crowd and tension increased, 
as mostly everyone believed that “the cop had killed Bandy.” One bottle 
was thrown. Other bottles followed.27

The shooting of Private Bandy by Officer Collins was more than an 
isolated event. The incident embodied a greater conflict that was national 
in scope. The built- up frustration that blacks experienced, underlined 
by the unmet expectations of wartime industry, helped clarify the sig-
nificance of the incident that sparked the uprising. For Harlem,  Bandy’s 
shooting symbolized government support and approval of  authoritative 
oppression— Bandy was not shot by a white civilian but by a white police 
officer. Naturally, such an incident, magnified by rumor, garnered an 
immense response. Even in its exaggerated form, “rumor represents the 
psychological truth to those who tell it.” Thus, it was those who told it, 
those who believed it, and perhaps most importantly, those who identi-
fied with Private Bandy who took to the streets.28

Around 10:30 p.m., it was reported, groups of individuals began 
breaking windows. Crowds continued to develop, and a chain reac-
tion of disturbances spread quickly. Within the first hour, storefronts 
from 110th to 145th Streets were wrecked. The acclaimed author Claude 
Brown, then six years old, recalled being awakened by loud noises that 
he thought were German or Japanese bombs but turned out to be the 
“crashing sound of falling plate- glass windows.” After midnight, several 



Youth, Race, and Uprisings in Wartime Harlem | 51

shootings were reported, including one of a policeman, Meyer Berkman 
of the Clinton Street station, who was seriously wounded and taken to 
Harlem Hospital. In the early reports of the uprising, it was proclaimed, 
“No organized disorder occurred but in some streets there were dis-
turbances when youths, mostly in their teens, began throwing stones 
and milk bottles, breaking windows.” Later reports revealed that some of 
these youths took up shop in stores and doled out goods to some of the 
perusing adults. “Come on in auntie, and get something for nothing,” a 
teenage Harlemite told an elderly woman who had just left church and 
was passing a grocery store in the process of being ransacked by a dozen 
or so teenaged youths. By 3:00 a.m., the difficulties of the patrolling au-
thorities were increased. Persons started to pull fire alarms throughout 
the city, and fire companies were forced to respond to nonexistent fires. 
Mayor La Guardia ordered traffic diverted from the area from Fifth to 
Eighth Avenues, which included the entire section of West Harlem. All 
patrol officers in the city were held on duty, Army reserves were sent in 
by the truckload, and even the subway police were called in and assigned 
to ride all subways serving Harlem, one patrol officer per car, to quell 
what the mayor emphasized was not a race riot.29

By 9:00 a.m. Monday morning, a pretense of order returned to Har-
lem. Small crowds continued to roam the streets, and sporadic incidents 
occurred. But despite the obvious tension, the upheaval from the night 
before seemed to be over. “I want to assure you if conditions can keep 
as calmly as they are now,” Mayor La Guardia charged New York City 
residents, “it will not be necessary to maintain this order very long.” 
On August 2, 1943, the mayor, via radio broadcast, issued a curfew in 
response to the upheaval in Harlem from the night before. The New 
York City mayor lauded the residents who aided the efforts of the NYPD 
and assured them that with complete cooperation, the order, “which 
was brought about [because of] a few rowdies and hoodlums,” would 
be lifted.30

The physical damage was done, however, and the streets of Har-
lem “looked as if they had been swept by a hurricane or an invading 
army.” Store windows were smashed, and sidewalks were littered with 
broken glass, foodstuffs, clothing, and other debris. Reports of looting 
were recorded, and according to Police Commissioner Valentine, “all 
types of stores were plundered.” Markets and food stores suffered the 
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most,  followed by liquor stores and pawnshops. Of 500 food stores 
in Harlem, 150 reported severe damage that forced them to remain 
closed for the day after, and 50 of those store owners “did not think 
they could open again.” Chain stores and supermarkets, according to 
New York Times reporting, fared the worst of all. One account claimed, 
“Every article of merchandise was taken from the shelves of a large su-
permarket at Eight Avenue and 134th Street,” and whatever the crowd 
did not want, or could not use, was thrown into the street. For some 
black writers, such as Dan Burley, it would be a mistake to assume 
that these targets were random and that the goods plundered were 
arbitrary. “The symbols of exploitation that felt the weight of the mob’s 
ire were the drugstores that sell pills that make one more sick instead 
of better,” Burley wrote, “the groceries which short change and short 
weight poor, over- burdened people.” He continued, “it was a tangible 
demonstration of the result of herding people into one area, pressing 
them against the wall until the only thing they can do is explode.” In 
addition to storefront properties, a number of automobiles were dam-
aged, with some being overturned and at least one burned. The early 
estimates of reported damages and losses ranged from $225,000 to $5 
million— making the uprising the most destructive in New York City 
since the turn of the century.31

Still, for city officials, matters could have been much worse. Contrary 
to what Harlemites expected, Mayor La Guardia was prepared for the 
uprising. The day after Detroit’s uprising, Adam Clayton Powell Jr. wired 
the mayor and expressed his concern about similar sentiments existing 
in their city. The mayor did not respond directly to Powell’s message; 
however, he had been engaged in extensive behind- the- scenes prepara-
tions in the event that there was such an occurrence in his city. Having 
governed through the 1935 Harlem uprising, the mayor was confident 
in his abilities, mainly his resources, to quell an uprising with minimal 
consequences. Following the 1935 uprising, Mayor La Guardia found 
himself in good stead with black New Yorkers; it appeared that his han-
dling of the 1943 “social explosion” was also, as Powell described, “wise 
and effective.” And the New York City mayor interpreted this as an op-
portunity to improve contentious race relations in the city.32

Mayor La Guardia learned of the disturbance around 9:00 p.m. on 
August 1. Soon thereafter, the mayor, accompanied by several black 
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 leaders such as White of the NAACP; Max Yergan, president of the 
 National Negro Congress and director of the Council on African Af-
fairs; and Myles A. Paige, the first black New York City magistrate, 
who was appointed by La Guardia in 1936— three years before Bolin— 
conferred with the police and fire commissioners at the Twenty- Eighth 
Precinct and proceeded to travel the “riot district.” Jeered and booed by 
many passersby, Mayor La Guardia advised people to empty the streets 
and go to their homes. He mounted the steps outside the station house 
and made an effort to assure the demonstrators that he and the police 
“would look after the welfare of all, regardless of color.” These words, 
however, were easy to ignore, as the countless patrol officers “in white- 
steel air- raid helmets patrolled the streets,” creating a militaristic mood 
in the New York City neighborhood.33

Following the suggestions of supporters, Mayor La Guardia took 
to the radio for his first of five broadcasts to New York City residents. 
Around 1:00 a.m., he moved to dismiss the rumor of Private Bandy’s 
death that had sparked the uprising in Harlem. Embittered by the scene 
throughout the city, the mayor asked all its residents to “please get off 
the streets and go home to bed.” Asserting his commitment to maintain 
order, Mayor La Guardia instructed his listeners, “go downstairs and 
call the members of your family and your friends and get them off the 
street.” Not wanting the disturbance to escalate any further, he warned, 
“unless you do that we may have serious trouble.” After the mayor, Max 
Yergan spoke briefly “as a citizen of Harlem,” and he tried to convince 
Harlemites “to leave it to the officials of the city to take care of the situ-
ation.” Together they closed the broadcast affirming that there would be 
a thorough investigation of the incident that sparked the upheaval and 
emphasizing a priority to protect lives and property.34

The following morning, Mayor La Guardia implemented the pre-
ventive measures to ensure there would be no further incidents, no 
 further violence. Print media across the country, and even abroad, ran 
their  versions of “Black Sunday,” and the mayor was now faced with 
the daunting task of defending his city and its image to people around 
the world. In his third radio broadcast, Mayor La Guardia declared, 
“Shame has come to our city and sorrow to the large number of our fel-
low citizens . . . who live in Harlem.” Judicious in his word choice, the 
mayor avoided condemning Harlem in its entirety as he described the 
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uprising and  explained the actions to be taken to restore order. These 
actions included restricting traffic to and from Harlem, denying non-
residents entrance to the New York City neighborhood, ordering a strict 
ban to be issued by the Alcoholic Beverage Control Board on the sale 
or dispensing of liquor or alcoholic drinks, disallowing pedestrians to 
assemble in the streets, and enforcing a curfew applied to gatherings 
of four or more persons walking the streets. Following the broadcast, 
Mayor La Guardia met with city justices including Jane Bolin, police in-
spectors, and military officials, in addition to more than fifteen hundred 
volunteers, most of whom were black, and roughly six thousand city 
police officers “to secure the riot area.” These measures, according to the 
mayor, were absolutely necessary because “law and order must and will 
be maintained in this city.”35

It was not until Tuesday morning, after the uprising, that the mayor 
announced that the situation “at this moment [was] definitely under 
control.” All signs of upheaval died out, and at least among Harlem-
ites, it appeared to be back to normal. Mayor La Guardia took an-
other “tour” of the district and noted that “Negroes from Harlem and 
other Negro districts traveled to and for their work in other parts of 

New York City police officers wear steel helmets and carry nightsticks in Harlem to 
prevent rioting, 1943. (AP Photo)
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the city . . . without molestation.” Even in Midtown Manhattan, black 
New Yorkers were able to go about their work as usual, unbothered. 
That night, many persons were on the streets throughout Harlem, and 
many more peered out their windows; but quiet and order was main-
tained. By 11:00 p.m., the streets were nearly deserted, and the mayor 
finally headed home, “after an almost unbroken vigil that began Sun-
day night.” Street patrol officer remained on duty, and among the civil-
ian volunteers who patrolled Harlem streets with the police were “300 
Negro women armed with clubs wearing armbands to identify them 
as upholders of law and order.” Over time, the curfew was pushed 
back, the traffic ban was relaxed, stores reopened, and the liquor ban 
was eventually lifted. The police force, however, did not return to its 
pre- uprising size for weeks, as the police commissioner proclaimed 
that extra detectives were needed to search for “riot loot” in Harlem 
residences. Despite the outward appearance of normalcy in the every-
day life, the immediate after of the 1943 Harlem uprising stirred racial 
politics in the city as its shift in police practices appeared to become 
permanent thereafter.36

“They Just Don’t Give a Damn about Negroes”:  
The Aftermath of a Social Explosion

On September 11, Margie Polite was sentenced to a year’s probation for 
her role in the Harlem uprising.37 Designated “the riot starter,” Polite 
was charged with disorderly conduct instead of the more serious assault 
charges she faced; Private Bandy, who survived the gunshot, was turned 
over to Army authorities for disciplinary action. Having spent about six 
weeks in jail, Polite stood before Magistrate Charles E. Ramsgate, who 
doled out the decision and remarked, “The probation officer’s report 
shows you had borne an excellent reputation up to your arrest that 
night. I agree with the police and District Attorney’s office, however, 
that your disturbance actually was responsible for that rioting. I hope 
you realize you were responsible for that rioting.” In a separate hearing, 
eleven youths watched their sentences be suspended in exchange for a 
plea deal. “I feel that what you boys have been through should be a les-
son to you,” Magistrate Leonard McGee announced. “In the future you 
should behave yourself, be a credit to the community and not heap upon 
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the Negro race the criticism you have. Hereafter act as decent citizens.” 
For Magistrate Ramsgate, Magistrate McGee, and the corresponding 
authorities, their want to pinpoint the cause of the 1943 uprising to an 
individual happening was critical for them to redirect responsibility. 
Harlemites knew otherwise. “It serves no purpose to stress that a disor-
derly woman being arrested” caused the riot; “’twas Jim Crow.”38

The numbers of reported arrests, injuries, and causalities from the 
uprising were significant. Polite was one of over five hundred arrested 
that Sunday night whose fate lay in the hands of the city’s justice system, 
a group of which included one hundred women and many youths. Even 
several soldiers were taken into custody for their involvement. Private 
James Logwood, for example, a twenty- one- year- old California native, 
was arrested and held on $10,000 bail on a charge of inciting a riot. It 
is important to note that a majority of those who were arrested, some 
 reports claim as high as 98 percent, were accused of suspicion of bur-
glary. The rest mostly received charges of criminally receiving stolen 
property, assault, inciting a riot, and disorderly conduct. Very few re-
ceived jail sentences, as most were held on varying amounts of bail for 
later hearings and trials. Newspapers reported roughly six hundred inju-
ries, including forty- four police officers, most of whom sought medical 
attention for glass cuts. Most significantly, six men were killed the night 
of the uprising. In totality, these figures were alarming as the city shifted 
its attention to search for the underlying motives and conditions that led 
to the 1943 uprising.39

Political leaders, city authorities, social agencies, and New York City 
residents, mostly from Harlem, debated the causes and potential cures 
for the disturbance that occurred on August 1. For Mayor La Guardia, 
whose response to the uprising was both cheered and jeered from all 
sides, preventing “Detroit from occurring in our own city” was always 
the priority and, arguably, one that he attained. The New York City 
mayor continued to contend that no race riot transpired. Instead, he 
believed, it was “thoughtless hoodlums [who] had no one to fight with 
[who] gave vent to their activity by breaking store windows and looting 
many of these stores belonging to people who live in Harlem.” On the 
one hand, many people concurred with the hoodlum premise, a popu-
lar rationale employed after urban uprisings, and defended their claims 
by drawing on wartime crime and delinquency assertions and statistics. 
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This argument was loaded with stereotypes that connected youth and 
criminality to blackness. On the other hand, “the Harlem riot was the 
direct result of the American system of discrimination, segregation and 
police brutality against the Negro people.” In other words, systemic rac-
ism rather than hoodlumism was what warranted public attention.40

On hoodlumism, Mayor La Guardia and other supporters, white 
and black, insisted the uprising in Harlem was not racially driven. This 
stance was based on two premises. First, the uprising in Harlem was 
relatively free of physical violence between blacks and whites; second, 
those who participated in the uprising damaged black as well as white 
property. “Misrepresenting the situation as a race riot,” La Guardia told 
the Newspaper Guild’s president, “may have a serious effect in inciting 
disturbances in other mixed areas in Greater New York.” This, again, dis-
associated Harlem from New York City, while simultaneously  allowing 
the mayor to evade responsibility for any subsequent happenings. For 
black leaders who concurred, they presumed that a “race riot” label 
would increase tensions and deter sympathetic whites away from the 
city’s struggle for civil rights. Elmer A. Carter, a state official and Urban 
League representative, for example, proclaimed that branding the upris-
ing as a “race riot” would make it “infinitely more difficult for colored 
people to live in decent neighborhoods and to secure improvements in 
Harlem.” Consequently, this allowed the discussion to evade address-
ing systemic inequalities and instead to focus on addressing individual 
hoodlum elements to prevent further disorders.41

Print media coverage of the 1943 Harlem uprising also eluded the 
“race riot” narrative, and not just the mainstream coverage. Columnists 
and reporters alike cited detailed reports from varying sources, and most 
early coverage of the uprising reinforced the hoodlum theory. Roughly 
25 percent of those who were arrested carried prior charges, and “among 
the others were delinquents, rowdies, street corner toughs and other 
underworld characters and irresponsibles who are always ready to loot 
and destroy when the opportunity presents itself.” The arrested youths, 
mostly teenagers and young men, were characterized as “irresponsible 
and misguided.”42

For the like- minded black leaders who supported the hoodlum 
theory, it was argued, they did so with future race relations in mind. 
For many, even those who agreed with the underlying reasons, they 
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deemed such methods of protest as unfit. “It cannot be stressed too 
often that colored people are not going to get anywhere at all without 
the goodwill, sympathetic understanding and co- operation of white 
Americans,” a Pittsburgh Courier columnist wrote, “and smashing and 
looting stores to the extent of $5,000,000 damages, injuring law officers 
and otherwise confirming Negrophobist propaganda is emphatically 
not the way to win friends and influence people.” Their interpreta-
tion was largely based on protesters who appeared to be “looting and 
vandalizing” property in Harlem. Elmer Carter, an African American 
journalist who had a regular column in the New York Amsterdam News 
and was often featured in other black newspapers, was one of the more 
vocal of the black hoodlum theorists to take to print. “New York is the 
fairest city in America to its Negro minority,” Carter wrote after the up-
rising, and “this progress has not been due to hoodlums, to lawbreak-
ers, or to demagogues.” For Carter, the participation in the “outbreaks 
in Harlem on Sunday night . . . are a disgrace to their race, a disgrace to 
the city and a disgrace and a shame to the nation of which they are citi-
zens.” He continued, “There can be no excuse for them and they should 
be dealt with not by half- hearted measures such as has been reported 
were taken by the police during the disturbances, but by swift, stern and 
relentless enforcement of the law.” Even the president of the New York 
chapter of the NAACP, Lionel C. Barrow, maintained, “We who fight to 
advance the cause of the Negro and all minority groups have nothing 
but censure for those who participated in this deplorable event.” From 
this, the presumption was clear that the motivation for protesters was 
inadequate, and they must have been criminal; however, this was in no 
way the reality.43

Did a criminal element exist? Based rigidly on the letter of the law, 
yes. Still, the hoodlum theory oversimplifies the complex reasons as to 
why folks participated in the uprising. For example, Adam Clayton Pow-
ell Sr. remembered a friend who was standing on a street corner by the 
side of a policeman. The two were discussing the happenings when “a 
colored man resembling an athlete with a club in his hand and look-
ing mad as a Bashan bull dashed by them shouting, ‘Shoot me, I would 
rather die here for my people than in Germany,’” Powell recalled. This 
individual represented the spirit and psychology of the protestors. He 
did not stop to steal anything, but he did destroy store windows. But to 
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Powell, these actions reflected “an avalanche of accumulated injustices 
and discriminations.” He was not alone.44

Crime was part and parcel of the oppression that blacks faced in war-
time Harlem. On the uprisings happening throughout the country, the 
prominent W. E. B. DuBois explained, “The black folk in this land have 
developed a dangerous criminal class,” but this was not unusual. “Any 
group of disadvantaged people forced into and kept in poverty,” DuBois 
continued, “insulted beyond self- respect, given but partial and limited 
education, exposed to disease without adequate medical care— such a 
group will develop dangerous criminal classes.” Contrary to what some 
black leaders believed, the 1943 Harlem uprising was no attempt to cry 
discrimination “whenever he [the Negro] is charged with anti- social be-
havior.” The struggle matched the experience of most Harlemites, and 
although blacks did not attack whites directly and exclusively, “it was a 
race riot.”45

It was not the actions but the motivations that confirmed the race 
riot in Harlem. To be sure, the pattern of property destruction was color 
blind, though white property sustained more damage in the city. The 
motivations, for those involved, were directly connected to race and rac-
ism in New York City. In a letter to the New York Amsterdam News, a 
Brooklyn resident insisted that the paper’s readers not lose sight of the 
series of events that led to the uprising in Harlem. “The incident which 
precipitates a riot is not the cause of a riot,” Wilfred H. Kerr explained, 
and what happened in Beaumont, Mobile, Los Angeles, and Detroit all 
added up to Harlem. “Let no fine- drawn distinctions between these 
other riots and Harlem be made,” Kerr suggested. Contrary to what oth-
ers may have proposed about those who participated in the uprising, 
“they were not all hoodlums.” They did share, however, lived experiences 
that were plagued with discrimination, segregation, and police brutality. 
It was learned, for example, that of the people who ran into the streets of 
Harlem, “among them were many good people fed up to the core with 
the cheating and robbery of the Harlem storekeepers, the laxity and inef-
ficiency of the O.P.A. [Office of Price Administration], discrimination in 
employment, discrimination in the Army, lack of recreational facilities 
and hypocrisy of the ruling group who do these things while ostensibly 
waging a war for democracy.” Kerr was not alone in these observations. 
Others, including the likes of Roy Wilkins, interpreted Harlem’s uprising 
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this way. For Wilkins, what happened in Harlem marked “the boiling 
over of pent- up resentment in the breasts of millions of American Ne-
groes all over this country.”46

For those who did not elude the facts, the 1943 Harlem uprising pre-
sented an opportunity to discuss racial inequalities in New York City 
and in the nation at large. The executive secretary of the National Urban 
League, Lester Granger, went as far as to regard “race riots” as preferable. 
It was “better than quitting [the] fight for equal rights,” Granger asserted, 
and “to prevent the development of race riots in the postwar period we 
must provide opportunities for full American living for all our citizens.” 
He continued, “We must get the bogey of fear and insecurity out of the 
background. It may be necessary to reduce profits in some cases and 
increase rewards in others. It may mean changing our caste system. We 
must cease thinking that our security can be obtained only at the ex-
pense of someone else.” Similar to how the 1930s witnessed  efforts to 
confront racism with interracial committees dedicated to  racial equality, 
the aftermath of the uprising saw the same.47

Ranging from national to local in scope, these committees material-
ized across New York City. Residents used multiple platforms to offer 
their opinions and potential solutions to the social ills faced by Harlem-
ites. Some individuals wrote letters published by the black press, while 
others joined like- minded organizations and committees. Several of the 
letters printed called on religious leaders to assume more active roles in 
the community. “Where is their faith?” one Harlemite questioned. “Just 
how can these ministers of Harlem, or any other place for all that, justify 
their position when they go into hiding when something frightful hap-
pens.” Other letters included calls for federal action, because “the out-
break in our midst was not a single isolated incident, not merely a local 
affair.” This rhetoric reaffirmed the agendas of different groups across the 
city. Groups such as the Citizens’ Committee on Better Race Relations, 
the Council Against Intolerance, and several socialist groups met to dis-
cuss the Harlem uprising and to offer suggestions relative to improving 
the dire conditions black New Yorkers faced.48

As these committees worked toward formulating their recommenda-
tions to prevent the likelihood of further uprisings in Harlem, whether 
Harlem had experienced a “race riot” became a digressing issue. They 
focused largely on the social issues impacting the neighborhood, and 
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each group had its own vision for the direction of Harlem. The overall 
interest of Harlem lay at the heart of their objectives— if no more than 
to publicize its many issues in the right way. For example, the Citizens’ 
Committee on Better Race Relations, which organized its efforts along-
side A. Philip Randolph and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, 
prioritized its investigation of the causes behind the Harlem uprising 
and developed a ten- point program as a solution. These included,

(1) a demand to the Mayor to call upon the President to issue a national 
proclamation abolishing segregation, discrimination and Jim Crowism 
in the armed forces and throughout the government; (2) a plea to the 
President to issue an order calling on the Red Cross to discontinue its Jim 
Crow blood bank forthwith; (3) a demand that the Mayor appoint two 
blacks, one as a member of the Board of Education, the other to serve 
on the Executive Administration staff of the Board of Education; (4) a 
call on the Mayor to appoint an African American as one of his ranking 
secretaries; (5) a call on the Mayor to appoint a black Deputy Police Com-
missioner; (6) a call on the Mayor to confer with the merchants of Har-
lem, the Markets Department and the Office of Price Administration on 
correcting the wide differential existing in quality and quantity of food-
stuffs and other commodities sold in Harlem; (7) a call on the Mayor to 
appoint a black person to the Administrative staff of the City War council 
to coordinate the Civilian Defense activities of the Council in Relation 
to Negro Participation; (8) a call on the Mayor to appoint a Commission 
on Race Relations consisting of representatives of all races, creeds, colors 
and nationalities, and that this commission be empowered to accept and 
consider recommendations to better race relations in the city; (9) a call 
to increase the number of play streets and playgrounds in Harlem; and 
(10) a call on the city to acquire buildings in Harlem for indoor musical 
concerts, skating rinks, dance halls and other recreational activities.

The Citizens’ Committee on Better Race Relations was convinced 
that the “social explosion” in Harlem was caused by the ever- present 
problems of segregation and discrimination, similar to those faced by 
black people in every section of the country. Thus, they declared, “In 
the distressed imaginations of Negroes who know the humiliation of 
second- class citizenship, all of the inequalities imposed by the Federal 
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Government in the armed services, in political, civil and social life, 
burst forth with what was not just hooliganism and vandalism, but a 
violent and surging protest— actually a sort of revolution of the com-
mon man.”49

Some of these demands, per Mayor La Guardia’s acceptance, were 
taken into consideration to alleviate some of the immediate problems in 
the city. The OPA, for example, announced that it was opening an office 
in the basement of a branch library on 135th Street, and its first order of 
business was to address the high food costs believed to have contributed 
to the uprising. Also, in cooperation with a local charity foundation, 
the Board of Education started a two- year program in three Harlem 
schools in an effort to provide an improved curriculum for elementary 
and junior high school students. NAACP’s Walter White and Algernon 
Black, the latter a teacher and leader of the New York Society for Ethical 
Culture, formed a special committee to help black New Yorkers obtain 
jobs and to keep the public aware of the plight of blacks throughout the 
city. In a direct attempt to reconcile the Stuyvesant Town deal, Mayor 
La Guardia announced a plan to develop new housing in Harlem. Even 
the Savoy Ballroom was permitted to renew its license and reopened in 
late October. Still, the changes in policing that the mayor called for to 
quell the uprising and prevent further disturbance remained.50

“Simple Looks for Justice”: Black Youth and Wartime 
Police Brutality

Long before the Harlem uprising, Mayor La Guardia was mindful of the 
role police could play in both aggravating and pacifying race- related 
troubles in his city.51 Police brutality was a topic of discussion since the 
turn of the century, and black New Yorkers often found themselves at the 
center of the debate— and at the wrong end of the encounters. As “race 
riots” flared across the country in wartime America, La Guardia knew 
he needed to be prepared to have the police force ready to be aggres-
sive, while under extreme scrutiny. The New York City mayor looked 
to Detroit as a template for what not to do. He received Walter White’s 
report “What Caused the Detroit Race Riots?,” which White described 
the brutality perpetrated by the Detroit Police Department as “one of 
the most disgraceful episodes of American history.” White disclosed 
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appalling details of black persons who were shot by the police, “a number 
of them in the back,” and reported that for years the police department 
in Detroit “permitted racists to operate without check or hindrance.” 
The NAACP leader blamed Detroit’s lack of leadership and the absence 
of superior officers for the police officers’ misbehaviors. White sent this 
report to the New York City mayor not just to disclose what happened 
in Detroit but to challenge him to be better prepared.52

To do so, Mayor La Guardia met with countless city officials, includ-
ing some black leaders, to discuss and devise a protocol for policing 
racial disturbances. Suggestions included requiring patrol officers to op-
erate in numbers, at least in twos; if possible, to arrest looters and only 
to use force “when necessary” and to shoot only as “the last resort”; to 
employ tear gas “as a last measure”; to close all the bars; to ban the sale 
of intoxicants; to guard pawnshops, gun stores, fire- alarm boxes, and 
schools; and to divert all traffic from the designated “riot area.” Perhaps 
most importantly, the mayor emphasized that he would not tolerate 
any form of police brutality and expressed to black New Yorkers that 
 “police . . . [would] protect all citizens regardless of race or color.”53

Charges of police brutality plagued the 1935 Harlem uprising, and for 
Mayor La Guardia, it was critical not to have a repeat occurrence. It 
is too difficult to know how often between the 1935 uprising and the 
Detroit race riot that New York City police officers were reminded to 
practice restraint in the event that a racial incident happened in their 
city. Patrol officers were advised that “their language and actions, if not 
proper, will be subject to much criticism,” and Police Commissioner Val-
entine regularly instructed them to “remain calm, cool and collected; 
act firmly but courteously.” On the basis of White’s account, the police 
officers involved in quelling the uprising did just that. “During all those 
troubled hours,” White recalled, “I heard not one word about ‘niggers,’ 
as I had heard so frequently in Detroit, nor was there any other mani-
festation of racial animosity.” The police officers were out to do a job of 
restoring order, and as reported by White, “it was all in a day’s work.”54

For all that, there were reports that challenged White’s telling of the 
1943 Harlem uprising, particularly from the city’s youths. For example, 
a young black male recalled attempting to cross Seventh Avenue during 
the uprising and a policeman lunging in front of this car. “Do I have to 
get out of the way for you?” the officer challenged. “You black bastard.” 
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There was also police officer Benjamin Wallace, who was responsible 
for two of the six causalities from the August 1 uprising. It remains un-
clear whether Officer Wallace acted irresponsibly, but his actions clashed 
with Mayor La Guardia’s requests and Commissioner Valentine’s orders. 
There was no evidence to prove if “the looters had been attempting to 
escape” or if their behaviors “threatened his [Officer Wallace’s] personal 
safety or that of others”; however, there were two dead bodies pinned 
to Wallace’s record. In addition to these accounts, there were several 
instances in which patrol officers and detectives kept the confiscated 
 stolen goods they recovered. While these happenings may very well rep-
resent the exception, they were the cases that resonated with Harlemites, 
especially its young ones, well after the uprising settled.55

For young Harlemites, police brutality remained a serious concern 
and was exacerbated by the uprising. They never bought into any of the 
praise police officers received after the 1943 uprising— it was a façade. 
Almost two weeks after the disturbance, several black youths reminded 
a black reporter from The Call that if it were not for the actions of a 
policeman at Hotel Braddock, the uprising may have never happened. 
These young boys, who still held that Private Bandy had been killed, told 
the reporter, “That cop shot a soldier in the back, and we ain’t  satisfied.” 
The reporter tried to convince the youths that Bandy had suffered only 
a flesh wound and was alive and that the NAACP conducted an in-
vestigation to inform the public that “the soldier was all right.” They 
 remained unconvinced. “That ain’t true. That soldier was shot five times 
in the back. And he’s dead,” the youths asserted. “That don’t come out in  
the papers, because they’re scared to let it be known.” They remained 
adamant: “Mayor LaGuardier [sic] is lying.” The reporter challenged the 
youths for proof, evidence of where their account stemmed from, and 
one boy shouted, “How do we know it! Because my brother was right 
there when it happened. They killed that soldier, and they’ve killed a 
lot more people— but they ain’t letting that out yet.” Such impassioned 
feelings were cause for concern for city officials and community lead-
ers. These young Harlemites embodied a sentiment that demonstrated a 
raised consciousness and awareness of contemporary race relations, as 
well as a distrust of authorities.56

As the debate shifted from what happened in Harlem on August 1, 
1943, to why it happened in Harlem and then, ultimately, to what needed 
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to take place to prevent another happening of this magnitude in Harlem, 
black youths bore the brunt of the responsibility and sustained the most 
enduring effect. The hoodlum premise now combined with New York 
City’s efforts to control juvenile delinquency and crime. Because many 
of the protestors were teenagers and young adults who “appeared to fit 
the general concept of lower- class types and hoodlums,” the catchall 
term instinctively attached itself to black youths— though none of the 
proponents of the hoodlum theory, including Mayor La Guardia, ever 
attempted to define it. Still, they continued to use details from the upris-
ing weeks after it passed to preserve the hoodlum theory. For example, a 
commanding officer of the Fifth Division police unit reported to the po-
lice commissioner an occurrence that included a small number of white 

Boys wearing their “looted” suits, 1943. (Bettmann / Getty Images)
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pedestrians and trolley passengers who were “attacked by black youths.” 
This took place outside the “riot area” and in “a contested neighborhood 
that the Young Citizens’ Committee on Race Relations identified as a 
spawning ground for white ‘conflict gangs.’” Still, it was filed under the 
city’s cases connected to the August 1 incident, and it was used to justify 
a call to control youth behaviors following the uprising.57

This mattered, because though crime rates across the nation generally 
declined, especially violent crimes, juvenile delinquency rates increased 
through wartime. In 1942, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
categorized nineteen- year- olds as the predominant age group for those 
who were arrested in the nation’s major cities. In 1943, the age fell by 
two years for boys and one year for girls. The arrest rates of male youths 
under eighteen rose by roughly 24 percent. In all, over one hundred 
thousand youths under eighteen were arrested in 1943— approximately 
one in every five arrests in the entire country. In New York City, spe-
cifically, the arrest rates and subsequent court rates mirrored national 
trends. The Domestic Relations Court showed an increase of nearly 11 
percent in juvenile delinquency cases and about a 12 percent increase in 
the number of neglected children cases. A disproportionate number of 
these youths, nearly half, who were arrested and brought into court in 
New York City were black.58

Thus, in Harlem after the uprising, as energies shifted toward un-
covering ways to resolve the social ills that youths faced, black youths 
became the target of attention from city authorities and civic organiza-
tions. As groups such as the Citizens’ Committee on Better Race Rela-
tions called for an increase in the number of playgrounds in Harlem and 
called on the city to acquire more buildings for skating rinks, dance halls, 
and other recreational activities, doing so with good intentions, they 
 reinforced the idea that in the interim, black youths may turn to alterna-
tive vices. This gave city authorities, especially the police, reason to be 
on the lookout for idle youths. Combined with the enhanced prevention 
efforts that preceded the uprising, the police state that these youngsters 
faced in postwar Harlem was unlike that of any previous generation. 
But this postwar generation of black youths was also  unlike that of any 
previous generation, especially in their perspective on democracy.59

Maybelle Carey, a black woman from Harlem, wrote a letter to 
the New York Amsterdam News predicting more uprisings unless city 
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 officials across the United States “get it together.” Carey conveyed dis-
tress about what happened in Harlem, “not only for Negroes, but other 
Americans as well.” She argued that so long as the present setup of things 
continued and unless a sound solution were found, the tumult would 
happen again, “be it five, ten or twenty years hence, it is inevitable.” The 
most disgruntled segment of the protesters were teenagers and those 
in their early twenties, Carey pointed out, and she asked, “Is there any 
wonder? Do you think these youths are fools? What sort of future lies 
head for them under a system— a democratic system— which contra-
dicts its own constitution?” This reasoning was echoed by the NAACP’s 
Walter White, who revealingly conveyed, “Young hoodlums in Bedford- 
Stuyvesant, Harlem, Atlanta, or Los Angeles are in part the inevitable 
product of the depression when they saw no hope for themselves or 
parents for living decent, secure lives.” White continued, “These young-
sters hear all the ballyhoo for winning the war for freedom doubting 
cynically that any of that freedom will be theirs.” To make amends with 
these youths who continued to view state authorities with such animos-
ity presented a daunting task that required total cooperation from politi-
cal figures, city authorities, social agencies, and community leaders— a 
combination that was more often “still divided, still ineffective.” Until 
and unless these leaders became known by youths, worked with youths, 
and gained the confidence of the youths, little could be done to guaran-
tee a better future for them in Harlem.60


