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INTRODUCTION


THIS HOUSE MEANS EVERYTHING TO ME


Ms. Mae, born in 1945 as Anna Mae Jackson, has lived in Detroit her entire life. Distinguished by her soft silver Afro, dark sun-kissed skin, paisley walking stick, and radiant smile, she says she never allows her troubles to steal her joy, and loves “talking spicy” in order to make folks laugh. Ms. Mae most looks forward to the summertime, when she can be out on her spacious porch, chatting with her neighbors for hours on end.


“I’ve been in this house for fifty years,” Ms. Mae explained from her customary seat on the porch. “At one time I didn’t feel safe ’cause somebody climbed in my bedroom window. It was morning time, in broad open daylight. I was sitting up here in the front room and when I looked up and seen this man standing in my hallway, I started shooting at him. He left the sole of his shoe in my bed, and he went out through the alley.” In 1970, when Ms. Mae first moved in, there was an icehouse behind her property that attracted significant foot traffic and all manner of people from outside the area, including the intruder. Ms. Mae continued, “But since then, I’ve had no problems and feel safe in my house.”


Despite the slow decline of the American auto industry and the economic chaos that this brought to Detroit’s doorstep, Ms. Mae’s community has remained vibrant for much of the fifty-plus years she has resided there. Today, however, her neighborhood—once full of conversation partners, warmth, and verve—has become desolate. There are now twice as many vacant lots overgrown with brush as occupied homes. An outside observer might reasonably come to the conclusion that a devastating fire visited the block, or a capricious tornado tore away some homes and left others standing. But the blight that has eviscerated Ms. Mae’s neighborhood, and indeed much of Detroit, is a man-made disaster, one with a surprising cause: illegally inflated property taxes.


One study found that between 2009 and 2015, the City of Detroit inflated the market value of 53 to 84 percent of its homes, violating the Michigan Constitution’s rules on how to properly calculate property taxes.1 Additionally, a Detroit News investigation found that between 2010 and 2016, the City of Detroit overtaxed homeowners by at least $600 million. And of the 63,000 Detroit homes with delinquent tax debt in 2019, the City overtaxed about 90 percent of them. Systematic overtaxation has caused an enormous transfer of wealth from homeowners in this majority-Black city to government coffers.2


Though the City of Detroit overvalued Ms. Mae’s home for years and her low income qualified her for an exemption from paying property taxes altogether, she had no way of knowing this. Nowhere on the official property tax notice mailed to homeowners does it tell them how to determine the market value the City has assigned to their home. The City also did not advertise the exemption, and even when low-income homeowners did find out about it, the City blocked access by erecting unnecessary barriers.


It is then no surprise that Ms. Mae and thousands of other cash-strapped residents could not pay their property taxes. Three years after a homeowner fails to pay off all the property taxes, fines, fees, and interest for any particular year, the County places the dreaded yellow bag on their door, announcing the home’s impending tax foreclosure to all passersby. Ms. Mae had not paid her 2018 property tax debt, so she had a yellow bag attached to her door in 2020, warning that she was in danger of tax foreclosure in 2021. Seeing it, she prayed, “Lord, don’t make me lose my house.” Ms. Mae then said, “I hurried up and snatched it off so didn’t nobody see it because I didn’t want them to know I hadn’t paid my taxes. Then, as I looked down the street, everybody had them on their houses. It made me feel a little relieved, but I still had to pay my taxes some kind of way.”


Since unfairly calculated property taxes disproportionately affect Detroit’s most depressed neighborhoods, yellow bags dangling on these doors in October have become as common as Christmas lights hanging from roofs in December. Even worse, Detroit has had more property tax foreclosures than any other American city since the Great Depression. As of 2009, the local government has confiscated one in three homes, robbing over a hundred thousand families of wealth, stability, and the relationships they have developed with neighbors over decades. While Detroit’s number of Black homeowners in 1970 was 41 percent above the national rate,3 today the local government is robbing residents of the wealth their predecessors fought hard to acquire and pass down, exacerbating the racial wealth gap, which is already severe: in 2022, the median white family held $285,000 in wealth, and this number was $61,600 for Hispanic families, and only $44,900 for Black families.4


Ms. Mae’s experience exemplifies this trend. To become homeowners, her parents, Sam and Ida Jackson, had to sidestep several pitfalls that commonly prevented Blacks from purchasing homes in the twentieth century. Now, in the twenty-first century, property tax injustice threatens to rob Ms. Mae of her shingled legacy.


The Jackson family’s homeownership journey began when Sam and Ida, childhood sweethearts from rural Georgia, wed as teenagers in 1930. Because Sam’s uncle and granduncle had both education and land, white vigilantes murdered them for being uppity and not knowing their place, hanging them in their front yard to send a ruthless message to other Blacks. With the compliance of religious, political, and other societal leaders, whites lynched about thirty-five hundred Blacks in the United States between 1895 and 1968.5 Because Southern whites routinely lynched Blacks for defying their subordinate position in society, and afterward sat down for dinner with their families, praying over their food, in 1937, Sam gathered his bride; his only brother, Johnny; and his family and drove to Detroit, never looking back. The Jackson family joined millions of other African Americans escaping the South’s racial terrorism to head North, hoping to secure dignity and lucrative jobs in Detroit’s auto industry.


Sam and Johnny eventually obtained jobs at Ford Motor Company’s foundry, where workers poured molten metal into molds to cast engines and other car parts. It was dangerous work. But it was far more profitable than sharecropping, allowing the brothers to build their families. Johnny and his wife had seven children, and Sam and his wife had a daughter, Mae, and adopted their orphaned nephew, Jasper.


Sam and Ida were, however, homesick and eager to reconnect with the family they had left behind. In the early 1950s, when factory workers went on strike, Sam and Ida used this opportunity to take their daughter and nephew back home to Georgia for the very first time. Ms. Mae was only about eight years old, and what she remembers best was a terrifying run-in with her aunt’s chickens.


“I was just sitting there, looking at them feed the chickens,” Ms. Mae began, her face suffused with a mischievous smile. “And a chicken came after me. The chicken was trying to get me! So I ran up the steps, I crawled up my mother’s body, and I was on top of my mama’s shoulder.” Shifting into full body-rocking laughter, Ms. Mae continued, “I can still remember her telling me, ‘Get off me, you damn fool!’ ’cause I had torn the front of her dress off of her.” Ms. Mae did not have to tolerate those spiteful chickens for too long, because just a few days after they arrived, Uncle Johnny called her dad to let him know that the strike was over and he needed to return to work. Although they sorely missed their families, Sam and Ida happily traded Georgia’s red-clay dirt and spacious fields for Detroit’s black pavement and congested housing.


To accommodate their thirteen-person extended family, the brothers rented a three-bedroom house on Brewster Street in a bustling Black community known as the Hastings Street neighborhood. “That’s where all the happening was at. The prostitutes, the pimps, the shows,” Ms. Mae said. “You had the colored grocery store, the Dave and Ms. Queen grocery store. You had Louie’s grocery store. You had a shoeshine shop on the corner. Then Victor’s had the clothing store. We had the movie theater. We had the bars. We had a skating rink up over the grocery store. We had Brewster Recreation Center there with a swimming pool and the best women basketball champions that came out of it.” As the memories overtook her, Ms. Mae paused for a long moment. “It was nice.”


Despite the fact that Hastings Street was a neighborhood rich in social cohesion, a place where people looked out for one another and neighbors became chosen family, outsiders viewed it as a slum. This was because both the federal government and financial institutions designated these Black communities as high credit risks, drawing red lines around them on their official maps. This process, later known as redlining, prevented the inflow of financial services like mortgages, insurance, and home improvement loans. Without the funds to invest in upkeep, dilapidated buildings and other squalid conditions were the inevitable result.


But for Ms. Mae, Hastings Street was not a slum. It was home. It was the place where she grew up, attended school, found her first love, and experienced her first heartbreak when he left her for another woman. While Ms. Mae was nursing her broken heart, Walter, the next-door neighbor with two grown children, began courting her. They fell in love. After six months of dating, they married, and because Walter was forty-five years old and Ms. Mae was only nineteen, Sam and Ida were furious when they found out.


“They didn’t like him cause he was nasty talking. He ain’t have no respect for nobody. What come up, come out,” Ms. Mae described. “They knew him from years back, from on the streets. He called himself being half pimp.” After a long pause, she continued, “Yeah, he was a humdinger.”


Before the nuptials, local authorities announced their urban renewal program, which would bulldoze the Hastings Street community to construct the Interstate 75 Chrysler Expressway. By the time construction finished in 1964, the Hastings Street neighborhood—with all its valuable, time-worn relationships, social capital, and dynamic businesses—had vanished. Blacks relocated to homes and apartments in the inner-city neighborhoods that whites were fleeing. Suburban communities were off-limits due to racial covenants: legal agreements created by homeowners and developers that prohibited Blacks from occupying certain homes.


“Everybody had to move, and so they found this house I am in now out here on Devine Street in 1965 and paid nine thousand five hundred dollars for it,” Ms. Mae explained. “My father always had a new car, but this was the first time they bought a house.” The house, built in 1923 on the City’s east side, was a one-and-a-half-story bungalow covered in white wood shingles, with four bedrooms, two full bathrooms, and one half bathroom. The home’s most prized features were its capacious porch, which extended the entire length of the home, and the enclosed garage, where Sam parked his treasured Buick Wildcat, a two-door gray beauty.


Like Sam, most of the breadwinners on his new street worked in the auto industry. Although Blacks and whites worked side by side on assembly lines, it was not common for them to live next door to each other, so Ida and Sam were only the second Black family on the block. “Mr. Fred and Ms. Fanny, they were the Italians next door. Mary and Bill across the street, they was hillbillies. Mr. Summa and them, they was Italian,” Ms. Mae remembered. “They were all white, but they were different denominations of countries.” There was never racial tension between the Black newcomers and white old-timers on the block. Everyone got along swimmingly.


Nevertheless, when more Black homeowners started buying in the neighborhood, in a phenomenon called blockbusting, real estate agents and other intermediaries began convincing white homeowners that the arrival of their Black neighbors would tank their home values. This prompted the white families to sell quickly and at fire-sale prices. The intermediaries then sold those homes to Blacks at a significant markup, securing morally questionable profits. As a result, although the Jacksons were only the second Black family on the block, within five years, there was only one white family left.


Detroit’s 1967 Uprising—one of twentieth-century America’s largest civil disturbances—caused many remaining white homeowners and white business owners to desert the city, further depleting the tax base and economically crippling neighborhoods. “Me and my husband were living on Parker when the riot started. They was tearing up everything,” Ms. Mae said. “We went home and we was there for about four, five days ’cause we couldn’t get out ’cause of the national guard and everybody was riding through the streets with their guns and on the army trucks.”


Although whites decamped to the suburbs, Ida and Sam stayed. “They stayed because, at the time, they didn’t have no place to go,” Ms. Mae said. Blacks had very limited housing mobility, so Devine Street became Ms. Mae and her family’s permanent home. “That house means everything to me ’cause my parents bought it for me. They bought it for them, but it was for me because they knew I had to have somewhere to live because my husband wasn’t nothing,” Ms. Mae said. “He was one of them husbands didn’t want to work. He wasn’t paying no bills. He wanted the woman to work to take care of him.”


Five years after purchasing the Devine Street home, Sam died in a car crash. Ms. Mae and her husband left their apartment and moved into the home to care for Ida, whose grief over her husband’s recent death was exacerbating her existing heart condition. Since Ida’s health was quickly deteriorating, she began to worry about how her children would fare if she died. To give them added security, she tried to pay off the home loan, giving the lender, Auer Mortgage, $5,000 in cash, about half of what they had paid for it five years earlier. Surprisingly, the company told Ida that her bulk payment covered only the mortgage interest and not the principal. Even though Ida knew that this did not make sense, she did not have the resources or specialized knowledge to fight the mortgage company.


Four short months after Ms. Mae and Walter moved in, Ida literally died of a broken heart. Ms. Mae and her cousin Jasper inherited the home on Devine Street. After paying $97 per month, in 1974, they finished paying off the mortgage. Ms. Mae and Jasper did not know that in 1976, the National Bank of Royal Oak filed suit against David Auer, the owner of Auer Mortgage, for mismanaging mortgages that the bank had contracted his company to service.6 Then, in 1983, Michigan’s attorney general, Frank Kelley, filed a consumer protection lawsuit against Auer Mortgage and a group of other firms.7 Months later, Auer was found stuffed in the trunk of his Mercedes-Benz, forcing Kelley to drop the investigation. Word on the street was that Auer’s shady dealings had finally caught up with him.8 Since Auer’s victims never had their day in court, Ms. Mae never even knew about any of this.


Although they were forced to pay off a predatory mortgage loan, Ms. Mae and Jasper owned their inheritance free and clear. But with Walter in the house, they did not feel free. He beat Ms. Mae relentlessly, drew a gun on Jasper, and threatened to burn down the house with both Ms. Mae and Jasper inside. Of all the abuse, Ms. Mae most vividly remembered how Walter humiliated her the night he took her to an Emanuel Laskey concert on the city’s west side.


Laskey, who like Ms. Mae was born in 1945, was an African American soul singer known for his 1977 song whose plaintive chorus declared: “I’d rather leave on my feet than live on my knees, darling. I’d rather leave on my feet than continue to live on my knees.” The lyrics struck a chord with Ms. Mae, describing her bitter marriage better than she could with her own words. Basking in the moment, she began swaying, laughing, and singing along. “I said, ‘Sing Emanuel, sing.’ Next thing I know I got hit upside the head. I couldn’t even enjoy a concert. He said, ‘You don’t be laughing and telling no other goddamn nigga to sing and dance in front of me.’” Walter did not allow Ms. Mae to have even simple joys. She was living in hell.


In 1986, after twenty-four years of marriage, Walter was shot to death. “I did it,” Ms. Mae soberly explained. “He came home and tried to jump on me. I was sitting there watching TV, and he pulled his shotgun to shoot me, and so I got it, and I shot him.” Deflated, she added, “It was either him or me.” In the following weeks, Ms. Mae stood trial for the murder of her husband.


Ms. Mae could only afford a neophyte lawyer, with her case being just the second of his entire career. To finance her defense, she took a $10,000 lien on her home. After a short trial, the jury acquitted her of all charges. It was not, however, until ten years later that she was able to pay off her legal debt and remove the lien.


Walter’s death gave Ms. Mae a new lease on life. But lurking around the corner, waiting to pounce on her, were new tragedies. In 1994, she injured her shoulder while lifting a patient at the nursing home where she worked. Even after the doctors completed major surgery, Ms. Mae still did not have full use of her shoulder. To make matters worse, the following year, when her shoulder was still in a sling, Ms. Mae went down to drain her flooded basement, slipped, and injured her spine. She would never work again.


With scant income, there was no money for the home repairs that the Devine Street home sorely needed. “My roof got holes. My kitchen and bathroom ceiling is leaking. It’s coming down in there. The ceiling fell in the basement from the roof leaking,” she explained. “When the flood came, it messed up my basement, my washer and dryer, and the furnace, and the hot water tank. Now I don’t have hot water. I have to boil it.”


This type of structural deterioration was not affecting Ms. Mae alone. It was happening to homes up and down Devine Street because, for decades, redlining deprived homeowners of access to home repair loans and other capital. Then, during the Great Recession, predatory mortgage loans and the accompanying mortgage foreclosure crisis decreased home values in these same redlined areas even further. Consequently, the cost of home repairs often exceeded the home’s value, leaving these homeowners’ children and grandchildren to inherit money pits instead of assets, further undermining intergenerational wealth. After a cost-benefit analysis, many walked away from their ramshackle patrimonies.


As Devine Street has declined, there has been a dramatic rise in the number of vacant, unmowed lots with grass as tall as trees. Although Ms. Mae lives in the middle of the city, it feels more like a forest, and the wild rooster patrolling the neighborhood is proof positive. Several neighbors had complained that this feathered stud was gallivanting through the streets, crowing at full volume in the early-morning hours, climbing and scratching cars with its sharp claws, running through their yards, and wreaking general havoc.


“I was home and he was sitting on top of my neighbor’s car. And when I seen that rooster, it took me back to my first trip to Georgia,” Ms. Mae remarked, smiling. “The rooster had done got off the car and was lying in front of the car at the side door, like he was talking to the car. Just standing talking, and I’m peeking out the door. I was scared to come out, but had to go to the doctor, so I had to get out. I got my crooked butt on down the step with my stick in my hand. He sat there and he looked at me and I looked at him. And I said, ‘Please, Lord, don’t let this chicken come over here ’cause he’s gonna die. He gonna die this morning.’” Her body rocking with laughter, Ms. Mae continued, “He didn’t mess with me and I ain’t seen him no more. I don’t know if he dead and gone or somebody done cooked him. If they done cooked him, they got one tough meal.”


Although Devine Street has transitioned from a bustling area full of people to a desolate place where roosters roam, in 2023 the City of Detroit taxed Ms. Mae’s home as if it were worth $31,200, an amount far higher than it could ever sell for on the open market. What’s worse is that Ms. Mae’s parents purchased the home in 1965 for $9,500, which, adjusted for inflation, is about $92,500 in 2023 dollars. Instead of increasing, her home’s value decreased. Under normal circumstances, over time, ownership creates wealth because the market value of a home rises and the equity also rises as homeowners pay off their mortgage. Homeowners can pass this wealth to subsequent generations, who gain an advantage when they combine these inheritances with money they are able to generate on their own. This is not how it turned out for Ms. Mae and her neighbors, however.


This is in stark contrast to the suburban communities where Mr. Fred, Ms. Fannie, Mr. Summa, and the other whites who once lived on Devine Street fled in the 1960s. In 2020, the median home value in Grosse Pointe was between $300,000 and $399,999; in Livonia it was between $200,000 and $249,999; in Dearborn it was between $150,000 and $174,999; and in Warren it was between $125,000 and $149,999. Detroit’s median home value, however, was only between $50,000 and $59,999.9 Racial covenants tucked into the deeds of suburban homes kept Blacks out, denying them the opportunity to live in homes that increased in value over the years instead of decreasing.


Ms. Mae’s story is plagued by several overlapping racist policies—more imprecisely known as structural or systemic racism—which are any written and unwritten laws and processes that produce or sustain racial inequity.10 While racist policies such as racial covenants, urban renewal, redlining, blockbusting, predatory mortgage lending, and, most recently, illegally inflated property tax assessments undermined Ms. Mae’s ability to accumulate assets, blame falls on the things that are most visible: the homeowners themselves. That is, due to their own “irresponsibility” or “ignorance,” homeowners are presumed culpable and thus deserving of their hardships. Therefore, the State’s role is to fix the people by providing services like financial management classes or soft-skills training. Meanwhile, racist policies, the true culprit, vanish into the background.


Using data from over eight years of research on the property tax foreclosure crisis in Detroit—including over two hundred interviews with homeowners, real estate investors, and policymakers, as well as participation in a grassroots movement for property tax justice—this book reveals and gives a name to an overlooked but widespread phenomenon: predatory governance, which is when local governments intentionally or unintentionally raise public dollars through racist policies.


Our national conversations about racism accelerated when cell phone footage captured violent images of police officers murdering Trayvon Martin, Sandra Bland, George Floyd, and other Black people. Plundered seeks to shift the focus of our nation’s racial justice conversation from the physical violence that state agents exert to the less conspicuous but intensely damaging bureaucratic violence that they routinely inflict through racist policies like those that have harmed Ms. Mae and her neighbors. The story of Devine Street, the story of Detroit, and indeed the stories of many other cities across the U.S. are, in fact, tales of predatory governance.


To understand why and how public officials replenished public accounts through laws and processes that produce racial inequity, and how these racist policies arose, flourished, and devastated individuals and families, this book begins with a tale of two grandfathers: Grandpa Bucci, who is white, and Grandpa Brown, who is Black. From the time these sharecroppers arrived in Detroit in the early 1900s to look for work at Ford, a series of overlapping racist policies, beginning with racial covenants and ending with illegally inflated property taxes, dramatically altered their family trajectories. Although both grandfathers came from poverty and worked hard to acquire the homes they passed down to their respective grandchildren, Robert Ficano, Grandpa Bucci’s grandson, inherited a valuable asset, while Myrisha Brown, Grandpa Brown’s granddaughter, inherited a money pit that the local government put on the auction block because she failed to pay her illegally inflated property taxes. Through the lives of these two Detroit families, readers will come to understand both the architecture of predatory governance and its consequences.


Though this book is focused on the specific laws of one city, predatory governance is a national problem that plays out through a variety of public policies and private practices, affecting many other U.S. cities with a large African American presence, including Ferguson, Missouri; Washington D.C.; New Orleans; and Chicago.


In Ferguson, for example, the U.S. Department of Justice’s 2015 report showed that the police department violated the U.S. Constitution’s First, Fourth, and Fourteenth Amendments by targeting African Americans, unfairly subjecting them to excessive fines and fees for traffic and parking tickets, as well as housing code violations. In 2013 alone, Ferguson courts issued over nine thousand arrest warrants when victims failed to pay their accumulated debts, although the relevant legislation did not contemplate jail time for the underlying infractions.11 In doing so, the Ferguson police and courts prioritized raising city revenues over securing public safety.


Civil forfeiture laws allow police to seize property that they suspect was involved in a crime without charging owners for violating any laws. The Washington D.C. police department abused this law by requiring property owners to post bonds of up to $2,500 to get their property back. When impoverished property owners, who were overwhelmingly racial minorities, did not have the required funds, D.C. officials, in a gross violation of due process, took title to their property, profiting around $4.8 million between 2010 and 2012 alone.12 When, in Brown v. District of Columbia, the D.C. Public Defender Service filed suit on behalf of 375 car owners, the court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, and local politicians agreed to reform D.C.’s wayward practices.


Since the Orleans Parish Criminal District Court used court debts to fund itself, it aggressively collected them. In the process, the court frequently failed to examine defendants’ ability to pay court debts prior to jailing them for nonpayment. In 2018, a U.S. federal district court ruled that this practice, which disproportionately affected racial minorities, violated the Fourteenth Amendment because it revived the very debtors’ prisons that our nation outlawed long ago.13


A Pulitzer Prize–nominated Chicago Tribune series found that homes in minority neighborhoods on the south and west sides of Chicago were paying effective tax rates twice as high as those in wealthier, predominantly white neighborhoods on the north side.14 This inequity violated the law, which since 2011 has required the assessed value of all residential properties in Cook County to be 10 percent of their market values.15 Additionally, a national study by Professors Avenancio-León and Howard used panel data covering 118 million U.S. homes and found that Black and Hispanic homeowners pay, on average, a 10 to 13 percent higher property tax rate than whites, and for the median Black or Hispanic homeowner, this translates into an extra $300 to $400 annually.16


Whether it is targeted tickets and fines in Ferguson, abuses of civil forfeiture in Washington D.C., jailing defendants for court debts in New Orleans, or inequitable property taxation in Chicago and a slew of other cities, American cities routinely replenish public accounts by bleeding Black and brown citizens, further widening the racial wealth gap. To bring this national phenomenon to light and give voice to those affected, like Ms. Mae, Plundered unearths and dissects the racist policies undergirding Detroit’s property tax foreclosure crisis.













PART I:



THE ORIGIN OF RACIST POLICIES


A Tale of Two Grandfathers
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THE RISE OF TWO SHARECROPPERS


Tommie Brown Jr., affectionately known in his later years as Grandpa Brown, was born on a North Carolina farm in 1901. A mere thirty-six years earlier, the American Civil War concluded, legally ending chattel slavery and destroying the chains that bound his grandparents, who were both born enslaved. The former slaveholders nevertheless forced most Blacks to continue working the land under exploitative sharecropping arrangements, the South’s primary mode of agricultural production after slavery.1


Tommie Sr. and Louella, Grandpa Brown’s parents, were sharecroppers who lived in Newton Grove, forty-five miles from North Carolina’s capital. With their twelve children, the couple worked the former slave master’s land. As it had been in the antebellum era, the former slave owner did not pay Tommie and Louella a salary for their labor. Instead, he loaned them money to pay for land rents and farming implements that they were obligated to purchase from him. They were also required to sell their harvest to him at the price he determined.


In slavery’s new iteration, indebtedness replaced brute violence. Exploitation persisted. When sharecroppers could not escape debilitating cycles of debt, they were portrayed as stupid, lazy, and criminal. Their accumulated debts and abject poverty were depicted as a product of their moral shortcomings rather than the inherent unfairness of the sharecropping arrangements.2 The comments made by a distinguished colonel in 1871 well illustrate this point. “Even these systems (the laborer receiving a portion of the crop),” the colonel said. “Do not afford sufficient incentive to the negroes to be industrious and as a consequence the result often proves unprofitable to the planter and to the laborer.” He continued, “The negroes are, as a class, lazy and thriftless, working only when driven to it by necessity.”3 This narrative of personal irresponsibility would play on repeat for generations to come, drowning out discussions about structural injustice.


For Blacks who challenged the legal, political, and social inequalities of the day, castigation was swift and savage. A common punishment was lynching, a form of public torture and murder often deployed when Blacks dared to resist their subordinate station in society. Grandpa Brown drew his very first breath in a society where lynchings were rampant. Between 1880 and 1900, North Carolina recorded fifty-eight lynching victims, forty-five of whom were African American.4 North Carolina, however, was not alone. Throughout the nation, whites lynched nearly eight hundred Blacks between 1900 and 1909, but only ninety-five whites in the same ten-year period.5 Racial violence upheld America’s caste system.


Even the president of the United States could not escape the racial caste system’s entangling web. In 1901, the year Grandpa Brown was born, President Theodore Roosevelt invited a former slave, Booker T. Washington, to the White House for a meal to discuss the Republican Party’s Southern strategy.6 This simple act, viewed as a seditious suggestion of social equality, provoked immediate Southern backlash. The Memphis Scimitar reported that when Roosevelt “invited a nigger to dine with him at the White House” he committed the “most damnable outrage which has ever been perpetrated by any citizen of the United States.” The New Orleans Picayune wrote that the president was “the worst enemy to his race of any white man who has ever occupied so high a place in this republic.” The Macon Telegraph in Georgia asserted that God erected the barrier between the races and “no President of this or any country can break it down.”7 Adding to the frenzy, Ben Tillman, a former governor of South Carolina, then serving as one of the state’s U.S. senators, declared that “the action of President Roosevelt in entertaining that nigger will necessitate our killing a thousand niggers in the South before they will learn their place again.”8 President Roosevelt had unintentionally fanned the flame of equality, and outraged Southern whites enthusiastically extinguished it.


Racial subjugation was not, however, exclusively a Southern problem. No city in America went untouched by the racial caste system. Northern cities preferred to keep African Americans in their place by relying primarily (but not exclusively) on legal violence such as racial covenants found in deeds, rather than lynchings in the public square. In search of reprieve from the South and its physical violence, Jim Crow laws, and exploitative sharecropping arrangements, between 1910 and 1940, 1.5 million African Americans migrated to Northeastern, Midwestern, and Western cities such as New York, Detroit, and Los Angeles, with another five million migrating by 1970.9


Many refugees from racial terrorism came to Detroit because on January 5, 1914, industrialist Henry Ford announced that his Detroit-based company would double its workers’ wages to $5 a day.10 Management used generous wages to counter the high employee turnover that was slowing production and hindering profits. News of the handsome wages reached Southern Blacks through Pullman porters, Black newspapers, the Urban League, and other cultural conduits.11 Exploitative sharecropping arrangements could not compete with Ford’s unparalleled salaries, ergo a tidal wave of African Americans from Southern cities flooded Detroit in search of opportunity.


When word of Ford’s living wage reached Newton Grove in the 1920s, Grandpa Brown’s eldest sibling promptly migrated to Detroit with her new husband. Grandpa Brown was not far behind. These voyagers left all they knew and loved for a fresh start, only to discover that, like city and country cousins, the civilized racism of the North and the uncivilized racism of the South were very closely related. Segregation was God in both regions.


Although the racial caste system followed Grandpa Brown to Detroit, the employment opportunities were far better. By 1920, 79 percent of Detroit’s Black men worked manufacturing and mechanical jobs.12 Then restrictive federal immigration legislation passed in 1921 and 1924 drastically reduced European immigration, further expanding opportunities for Black workers.13 Grandpa Brown benefited from these conditions when, in 1925, he got a highly sought-after job at Ford’s River Rouge facility.


Three years prior, in 1922, an Italian immigrant named Paris Bucci, too, officially secured a job at Ford’s River Rouge factory. He, however, had started working unofficially years earlier because Ford, in desperate need of laborers, knowingly hired him and other undocumented European immigrants who did not have the required work permits. “The immigration officers would come into the shop and they would hide all the immigrants that jumped over into a separate room,” Robert Ficano, Paris’s grandson, said, recalling the stories his grandfather told. “The guys would do the inspections and then they would let them back out once the immigration officers left.”


Paris Bucci, later known by his most treasured title, Grandpa Bucci, was born in 1905 in Italy; more specifically, in the town of Galliano, just outside Florence. The gem of Galliano is the Basilica di San Vincenzo, a circular church built of rugged cobblestones, miraculously standing tall and intact since AD 1007. Like most of their neighbors, generations of whom lived beside the basilica over the centuries, the Buccis were devout Catholics. Indeed, when Paris’s mother died unexpectedly in his childhood, his father married a former nun who renounced her sacred vows for love.


The Buccis worked in Italy’s agricultural economy as sharecroppers, relying upon livestock and the land’s bounties to support their family. Italy’s sharecropping system, prevalent from the early nineteenth century until World War II, was called mezzadria.14 Typically, landlords divided land into plots, gave each family one to farm, and divided the crops grown equally between themselves and their tenants.15 Mezzadria left tenants economically vulnerable because while they could not work outside the landlord’s farm, landlords could terminate their contracts at any time.


When Grandpa Bucci was about nine, World War I began, exacerbating the vulnerabilities of sharecropping families like his own. In fact, the Great War turned Grandpa Bucci’s life upside down, stole his older brother’s life, and left his country’s economy in tatters. After the war, Italy’s currency was one-fifth its prewar value,16 and Italy sank into a vortex of debt, leading the famous English economist John Maynard Keynes to advise Britain not to grant new loans to Rome because Italy was a “hopeless case.”17


Like many Italians, Grandpa Bucci’s older sister could not find work after the Great War, and when tensions with her strict and sanctimonious stepmother became unbearable, she emigrated to France in search of a better life. She was not alone. In response to France’s increased demand for labor, millions of Italians, who were willing to work in harsher conditions for less pay, immigrated there,18 becoming France’s largest immigrant group between 1901 and 1968.19 Although he was only a teenager with a third-grade education, Grandpa Bucci followed his sister to France.


Low on book learning but loaded with street smarts, he found work in a coal mine where working conditions were dangerous and dirty, shifts were long, and wages were low.20 Grandpa Bucci spent his days hunched in a shaft, worlds away from the fine food, clothes, and shops characteristic of Paris, the city for which he was named. Instead, Paris Bucci came home each day covered in soot, lungs blackening.


Grandpa Bucci abhorred the mines. Consequently, within a few years, he packed his few belongings and left for Canada. “He joined his other sister, who immigrated to Canada (Hamilton, around that area), and this is when he heard that Henry Ford had this new experiment that they’re going to pay people five dollars a day,” Robert recounted. “So he jumped over.” Grandpa Bucci would work at the Ford Motor Company for more than thirty years, starting in its River Rouge foundry.


Opened in 1918, the Rouge plant was a titanic complex, sprawling over two square miles with nineteen buildings, a man-made harbor, electricity plants, a foundry, and ninety-two miles of railroad tracks.21 Thousands of workers, using a series of conveyors and tracks, seamlessly and at breakneck speeds, pumped out Ford’s most prized car, the Model T. Henry Ford’s son, Edsel B. Ford, commissioned Mexican muralist Diego Rivera to capture the intricacies of this industrial marvel. Rivera’s mural features workers of all colors, laboring together on factory lines, sinewy tan, black, and brown forearms straining against impenetrable stainless steel.


Working at River Rouge’s foundry was, without doubt, one of the Ford Motor company’s most hazardous jobs. Blazing-hot furnaces smelted iron ore, and workers poured this scalding liquid iron into molds to fashion car parts. Even Grandpa Bucci’s stint in France’s coal mines could not fully prepare him for the foundry’s exacting physicality and peril. In fact, nothing could have prepared Grandpa Bucci for the work accident that sliced his right thumb off. The smooth black nub that remained served as a permanent reminder of the risks he assumed daily.


In a detailed journal entry, one man employed at the foundry described the dreadful conditions workers endured. He said that when a man would pass out from the intense heat, the foreman would have two men take him to the side on a stretcher, give him fifteen minutes to revive, and then send the felled man back to work. If a machine broke down, the plant subtracted the idle time from the workers’ pay even though it was not their fault, making their earnings erratic. Men would be so dirty that, at the lunch hour, they could not recognize their friends by clothes or looks.22


During Grandpa Bucci’s time at the foundry, he was primarily working alongside African American men like Grandpa Brown. Two of every three Blacks hired at River Rouge between 1918 and 1927 worked in the foundry, compared to one in four whites,23 and this was the trend at all auto plants, not just Ford. At the Graham-Paige auto plant, for instance, management told a Black worker that the only jobs available were in the foundry, although whites hired at the same time received polishing and carpentry positions.


“As I looked around, all the men were dirty and greasy and smoked up. They were beyond recognition. There were only three or four whites,” a Black foundry worker observed. “Their faces looked exactly like Negro faces. They were so matted and covered with oil and dirt that no skin showed.” He continued, “My friend and I went home discussing how it was that they could say everyone was free with equal rights up North. There was no one in the foundry but Negroes.”24


Because of workplace discrimination, lower-paying janitorial work or dirty and dangerous jobs such as positions in the paint room and foundry overwhelmingly went to African American men.25 Justifying these racist employment policies, one automotive official explained that they were forced to hire “niggers” because the harmful work “soon kills a white man.” And when asked about the work’s effect on Blacks, he replied, “it shortens their lives, it cuts them down, but they’re just niggers.”26 Racism rendered Black lives disposable, their humanity invisible.


With the dawn of the Great Depression, the auto industry severely contracted, taking all city residents, Black and white, in a downward economic spiral. In 1929, Detroit was producing 5.34 million vehicles; by 1930 this number dropped to 3.36 million, and further declined to 1.33 million by 1931.27 By 1932, Ford had laid off two-thirds of its workers.28 Both Grandpa Brown and Grandpa Bucci lost their full-time employment at Ford, but the Depression hit Blacks particularly hard: In 1930, the unemployment rate in Michigan for whites was 3.8 percent, but it was 10.1 percent for Blacks.29


Desperate for jobs, workers would stand outside the Ford factory, praying they would be chosen for a day’s labor. But there was a selection hierarchy, with whites on the top and Blacks on the bottom. Robert recalled the stories his grandfather told him about the Depression days at Ford. “He’d seen so much abuse and struggles. He would go and stand in line and you’re outside the plant, and that day it’s you, you, you, or you.” Robert gestured, as if picking people from a crowd. “And that’s who gets the work. And people are trying to curry favors and all sorts of stuff that was going on with it.” He continued, “It changed over eventually with the formation of the UAW and organized labor.” The United Auto Workers (UAW) union helped working men, like Grandpa Bucci, demand job security, fair wages, and safe working conditions from Detroit’s automobile tycoons because workers had few rights.


Henry Ford was unequivocally against unionizing workers at his plants, and his opposition continued even after Congress secured workers’ right to unionize by passing the 1935 National Labor Relations Act. The 1937 Battle of the Overpass, the infamous Depression-era showdown between the UAW and Henry Ford, proved that the union was the proverbial David, willing to take on seemingly invincible giants in defense of working people. The clash happened during the daily shift change when thousands of workers crossed the pedestrian overpass going from Miller Road to gate four of the River Rouge plant. On this busy overpass, the UAW launched a leaflet campaign, demanding that Ford convert his standard compensation package of eight-hour days paid then at $6 per day to six-hour days paid at $8 per day.30


In an attempt to stop the campaign, Ford’s internal security force, led by Harry Bennett, beat down several UAW union organizers.31 Grandpa Bucci witnessed this historic clash firsthand and told his grandson that he and his coworkers fled. “He said it was frightening. He didn’t anticipate it would turn violent like it did. The big thing that he always, always brought up was how he hated Bennett.” Robert chuckled as he remembered his grandfather’s long-standing, unrepentant grudge against Bennett. Despite Ford’s efforts to destroy the photographic evidence, snapshots of the savage beatings appeared on the front pages of newspapers across the nation. As the story spread, Bennett unwittingly created a swell of UAW supporters, Grandpa Bucci among the most enthusiastic.


In the early months of 1941, the new National Labor Relations Board ordered Ford to stop undermining its workers’ right to organize. Then, on April 1, workers went on strike to protest the firing of several union members, closing down the River Rouge plant. On June 20, 1941, Ford signed its first contract with the UAW.32 The unions won the fight. Grandpa Bucci immediately became an active member of the UAW branch organized for workers at the River Rouge plant, Local 600. Even though he still came home dirt-caked just as when he worked in France’s coal mines, Grandpa Bucci took great pride in his job at Ford because the changes secured by the UAW ensured that his work was dignified.


Grandpa Brown’s early experiences with organized labor stand in sharp contrast to those of Grandpa Bucci. Because various written policies and unwritten practices subordinated Blacks in the workplace, Grandpa Bucci and other European immigrants were able to obtain the more desirable jobs, secure employment and promotions first, and make more money for comparable work.33 In its infancy, the UAW unabashedly protected this white privilege. It is thus not surprising that when the union called a strike, Blacks unashamedly crossed the picket line to secure jobs and provide for their families. This is exactly how Grandpa Brown got rehired at Ford after the Great Depression. But crossing the picket line was no easy feat because there were so many Black men trying to do it.


Frederick Brown, Grandpa Brown’s youngest son—who inherited his brown skin, thick black eyebrows, and full lips—recalled the stories his father told. “My father crossed the picket line and went in to apply for the job. There was a line of folks, and there was a Black guy at the gate that was letting people in. If you didn’t know nobody or you didn’t have a hookup, well, you were out of luck. That guy, he was like honorary white folk. He was very selective.” One labor scholar writes that, by allying with antiunion Black ministers and other community leaders and using them as employment agents, Ford used the Black community to weaken unions. For example, a letter from a certain pastor would ensure employment, which increased the pastors’ power within the Black community, and in exchange, Ford gave their churches generous donations as they preached against the union from the pulpit.34 Since Grandpa Brown did not have a relationship with one of these community power brokers, he had to rely on his own wits.


“My daddy said he just went there four or five days in a row and the man wouldn’t let him in,” Frederick remembered. “So he said he went around to the back and climbed over the fence. He come around and snuck in the building and got a job.” Frederick chuckled, delighting in his father’s resourcefulness.


Although there was fierce competition for work in the Depression era, the start of World War II returned jobs and prosperity to Detroit. Between 1940 and 1947, manufacturing employment increased by 40 percent as factories worked overtime to produce war machines.35 Because industrialists needed laborers to keep pace with surging demand, Black laborers were in high demand, though they still occupied the bottom rung of the hiring ladder.


World War II also brought America’s racial inequalities into stark relief. Though forced to serve in segregated units, more than one million Blacks fought for the United States. They eventually brought their fight from the battlefields of Europe back to their own cities and towns as they combated entrenched discrimination in all avenues of life, including the workplace. Blacks walked off the job to protest employment discrimination, and then when they received the promotions they sought, whites walked out, contending reverse discrimination. From 1941 to 1944, a merry-go-round of these so-called wildcat strikes turned Detroit’s automotive factories into hotbeds of racial tension.36


One of these wildcat strikes triggered the largest occurrence of racial violence during World War II—Detroit’s 1943 race riot. It began after the Packard Motor Company, attempting to address historically unequal employment practices, hired three Black machinists to work on its assembly line.37 In protest, twenty thousand white workers walked out. The racial tension eventually exploded into physical violence severe enough that President Roosevelt approved the deployment of United States Army troops armed with tanks and automatic weapons.38 The violence subsided quickly, but not before thirty-four people died, twenty-five of whom were Black.39


Since the wartime and postwar economic boom created labor shortages, it was in the interest of unions and industrialists to ensure that Blacks and whites labored side by side peacefully. Because protecting white privilege now came at too high a cost, unions began to oppose strikes protesting Black equality and even expelled strike leaders. With the changing tide, the Black community became a staunch ally of the unions, nullifying divide-and-conquer tactics employed by industrialists. By the early 1940s, the Rouge plant employed 99 percent of the Ford Motor Company’s Black workers,40 so by the 1950s, its UAW branch, Local 600, became one of the UAW’s most radical units, joining forces with the National Negro Labor Council, a Detroit-based advocacy group protecting the civil rights of Black workers.41


Most importantly, because of the union, Grandpa Brown and Detroit’s other Black autoworkers had access to the nation’s most lucrative blue-collar jobs.42 At the beginning of the Second World War, Black autoworkers made almost double the average yearly salary of all Black manufacturing workers. Their average yearly earnings of $1,092 were even higher than the nationwide average of white manufacturing employees, which was $1,002.43 As a result, by 1950, Detroit’s Black community had the highest earnings of any Black community in the nation,44 with the median Black household income reaching $2,298, whereas the national median was $952.45


With their union jobs at Ford’s River Rouge plant, both grandfathers seemed poised for successful futures after World War II. Both Grandpa Brown and Grandpa Bucci had sizable salaries and respectable working conditions that should have unlocked the dignity and opportunity they both dreamed of when they were humble sharecroppers. But this is not what happened. Because of the racial caste system, their families had access to drastically different opportunities, and this, over time, led to drastically different outcomes.
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THE AMERICAN NIGHTMARE


Dr. Ossian Sweet, like Grandpa Brown, was the grandson of enslaved people. In the 1920s, the two men both arrived in Detroit full of hope. Initially, Sweet, a medical doctor, took up residence in Black Bottom, which, along with Paradise Valley, was one of the neighborhoods where authorities permitted Blacks to live. Although Black Bottom had a vibrant cultural milieu, including theaters, nightclubs, restaurants, and about 350 black-owned businesses,1 it was also overpopulated and flush with homes decaying from disinvestment.


Dr. Sweet, wanting to provide his family with the best he could afford, left Black Bottom and purchased a home in a white neighborhood where the houses were newer, bigger, and cheaper. Dr. Sweet knew that whites would perceive this flagrant disruption of the city’s racial geography as heresy, but he was intent on erasing the color lines. He would soon discover that confronting racism comes at a great cost.


Upon moving into their new home at 2905 Garland Street in the fall of 1925, mob violence greeted Dr. Sweet and his family. Their new white neighbors surrounded the home and threw rocks while police stood idly by. In imminent danger and determined to protect his family, Dr. Sweet’s brother fired shots into the crowd. One of those shots killed a white man, leading authorities to charge everyone inside Dr. Sweet’s house with murder. After several tempestuous months, a jury of twelve white men acquitted everyone charged, but Dr. Sweet never fully recovered from this traumatic experience. He committed suicide at age sixty-four. Through stories like Dr. Sweet’s, Grandpa Brown and other newly arrived Blacks learned a bitter lesson: if they did not remain in their appointed ghettos, whites—in partnership with law enforcement—would put them back in their place by any means necessary.


In the same year when Dr. Sweet attempted to move into a white suburb, Grandpa Brown returned to Newton Grove determined to marry his childhood sweetheart, Betty, and bring her back to Detroit. Betty’s parents were sharecroppers, and since her mother’s death when she was a girl, Betty had been in charge of cooking, cleaning, and caring for her younger siblings while her father and the older children worked in the fields. Like many Blacks faced with the decision to leave the South, Betty was torn. On one hand, she did not want to abandon her father, who relied upon her heavily, but on the other hand, she was madly in love and wanted to build a life with Brown. “My daddy said, ‘Either you go now or I won’t be back,’” Frederick recalled. “I don’t think he was being mean, but he was serious.”


With the begrudging blessing of Betty’s father, in January 1926, the couple married. Immediately following their nuptials, the lovebirds left Newton Grove to begin their brave new life in Detroit. Since Grandpa Brown’s sister and her husband were already settled in Detroit, the newlyweds moved into their subdivided apartment, and eleven months later, conceived their first child, Jessa. Even though the apartment was uncomfortably crowded, the extended family was fortunate to have a roof over their heads, as de facto segregation left Blacks with very few housing options. A 1919 survey reports that there was not a single vacancy in several “Negro areas” in Detroit, and finding three or four families crammed into one apartment was not exceptional.2


Between 1909 and 1917, numerous American cities relied upon zoning ordinances to segregate the races,3 but in a 1917 case, Buchanan v. Warley, the Supreme Court outlawed this.4 In response, to uphold segregation, neighborhood associations formed with the explicit purpose of organizing residents to create and enforce what are known as racial covenants or racially restrictive covenants. Developers of new subdivisions also routinely adopted these covenants. One such covenant found in the deed of a Detroit home read: “Said lots shall not be sold or leased to or occupied by any person or persons other than of the Caucasian race, but this shall not be interpreted to exclude occupancy by persons other than of the Caucasian race when such occupancy is incidental to their employment on the premises.”5


Legal covenants, usually found in deeds, are private agreements between landowners that impose duties on subsequent owners, even though they were not parties to the original contract. Today, covenants are most commonly used to ensure that homeowners in gated communities maintain their landscaping and facades. Racial covenants, prevalent in the twentieth century, were private agreements that specifically prohibited racial groups from occupying and owning homes. Throughout the U.S., the majority forbid Black ownership and occupancy, but on the West Coast, they commonly extended to both Blacks and Asians.6


Racial covenants allowed Northern cities to politely use contract law the way Southern cities impolitely used lynchings, Jim Crow laws, and cross burnings—to maintain American apartheid. In a 1922 case, Parmalee v. Morris, the Michigan Supreme Court upheld these racial covenants as legally valid, arguing that “the law is powerless to eradicate racial instincts or to abolish distinctions which some citizens do draw on account of racial differences” because they are matters of “purely private concern.”7 Racial covenants were not, however, a purely private matter.


As a condition of dispersing federally backed mortgage loans, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) regularly directed developers to insert racial covenants in residential deeds, thereby using state power to perpetuate exclusion.8 Taking its cue from the FHA, after World War II, the Veterans Administration (VA) also advised developers and homeowners to place racial covenants in their deeds in order to increase their chances of receiving a VA mortgage.9 As a consequence, even though Detroit’s Black population grew by almost 3,000 percent in a thirty-year period, from approximately 4,000 in 1900 to 120,000 in 1930,10 there were still only a few designated ghettos where Blacks could reside.


In the 1920s, when Grandpa Brown arrived in Detroit, builders inserted racial covenants in the deeds of most new housing in the city.11 By the 1940s, 80 percent of properties outside Detroit’s inner city had these covenants,12 and residential subdividers, real estate boards, and neighborhood associations originated about 90 percent of them.13 As a result, only one in four Blacks lived outside the city’s lower east side.14


Once racial covenants corralled Blacks into a few neighborhoods, the federal Fair Housing Administration (FHA) drew a red line around these communities, declaring them a hazardous credit risk and excluding them from its government-insured mortgages created by the New Deal to spark the economy and exit the Great Depression. By 1939, lending maps marked 26 percent of Detroit red or “hazardous” because these areas were majority Black; the maps labeled 51 percent yellow or “definitely declining” because these areas were mixed race; and the maps classified only 23 percent green or blue, which meant “best” or “still desirable,” indicating a majority white community. 15 Redlining marked Black people as deviants, transforming them into a plague, their mere presence becoming enough to weaken home values and initiate neighborhood decline.


While redlining ensured that there was no capital to upgrade the inner city’s old, decaying homes, racial covenants confined Grandpa Brown and other Blacks to these areas, artificially creating congestion, fragility, and blight. As a result, the only option most Blacks had was to live in ghettos where most of the residences needed major repairs and often lacked a toilet, a bath, running water, heating, or lighting. For instance, federal officials classified two-thirds of Paradise Valley’s housing as substandard in 1940.16 The unsanitary conditions invited rodents, with area residents reporting 123 rat bites in 1951 and 83 in 1952.17 Although Detroit had rat control regulations in place, rather than hire exterminators, landlords paid the resulting fines, ranging from $25 to $150.18 Unmitigated rat infestations proved fatal when they germinated illnesses such as tuberculosis, which was prevalent in Black areas.19


During the wartime and postwar economic boom, Black men like Grandpa Brown were making record wages, but could not translate this triumph into better housing for their families. Blacks needed at least 10,000 units of housing during World War II, but only 1,895 units of public housing and 200 units of private housing were available for them.20 While developers built roughly 186,000 single-family houses in metro Detroit during the 1940s, only 1,500 were available to Blacks.21


Since there was very high demand for housing and low supply, Blacks paid a premium. In the 1940s and 1950s, for example, they paid 20 to 40 percent more in rent than whites for equivalent apartments.22 Overpriced, inadequate housing reminded Black migrants that just because they had escaped the Jim Crow South did not mean that old Jim would not haunt them in their workplaces and neighborhoods up North.


Unwilling or unable to see that these segregated, blighted neighborhoods were the consequence of racial covenants, redlining, and other racist policies, society viewed the people living in them as the core problem, branding Black people as lazy, criminal, dirty, and uneducated. In a study exploring the reasons for residential segregation, one white respondent said, “I think blacks, a lot of them, don’t keep up their homes. They tend to hang out on street corners instead of in school where they belong. More drugs, alcohol problems. Whites don’t want to be around them.” Another said, “A ‘black neighborhood’ vs. a ‘white neighborhood’ is dirtier, less maintained, more inclined to be abused by the residents.”23 Given that the disease and blight prevalent in Black communities supposedly resulted from Black people’s moral shortcomings and their irresponsible behavior, the “logical” remedies were more education, interventions to improve moral behavior, and promotion of hard work. Abolishing racist policies was not a prominent part of the betterment agenda.


And, like Dr. Ossian Sweet in the 1920s, when Blacks tried to leave the redlined communities where racial covenants sequestered them, violence greeted them. One of the most notable instances happened in 1942, when white suburban parents-turned-vigilantes fought tenaciously to prevent Blacks from moving into the Sojourner Truth Homes—a housing project built for Blacks that was next to white neighborhoods.24 White protesters threw rocks at Black families, and they responded, in turn, with violence. The police arrested 217 Blacks but only 3 whites, which was not unusual. Immediately after World War II, whites perpetrated more than two hundred violent acts against Blacks who sought to move into their neighborhoods,25 and police most often defended the perpetrators of racial violence rather than its victims.


The whites held their ground for several months, successfully blocking Blacks from moving into the Sojourner Truth Homes. The standoff dominated headlines. Consequently, the UAW, trying to deal with racism within its own ranks, voiced its support for the Black families, calling for integration of all facilities.26 When the first six families finally moved into the Sojourner Truth Homes, it was only possible with the help of 1,100 city and state police officers and 1,600 members of Michigan’s National Guard.27 Although they won this particular battle, Blacks were unequivocally unwanted and thus losing the war against segregation.


In 1948, there was a ray of hope. The U.S. Supreme Court outlawed racial covenants, ruling unanimously that their enforcement violated the U.S. Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment. Interestingly, three of the Supreme Court’s nine justices—Robert Jackson, Stanley Reed, and Wiley Rutledge—recused themselves because they owned property subject to racial covenants. This historic decision caused whites to panic. Profiting from this fear, in 1949, Albert Cobo won Detroit’s mayoral race—defeating the prolabor candidate George Edwards—by vowing to oppose racially integrated housing, which he referred to as “Negro invasions.”28


The exodus of whites from the city of Detroit accelerated in the 1940s, as they moved to larger and cheaper housing in the suburbs. Blacks, in turn, moved into the homes whites had left behind, expanding beyond the limited inner-city areas where racism had once confined them.29 The Browns left their shared apartment for a single-family house on the city’s east side near Highland Park, which Grandpa Brown rented from an Italian coworker. This is where the Browns grew their family to seven children.


Grandma Brown, a full-time homemaker, spent her days caring for her household just as she did back in Newton Grove. When anyone ate her chicken and dumplings, mashed potatoes, or turkey with dressing, it was like they ingested a potion, making them dizzy with delight, and by all reports, her pineapple upside-down cake and sweet potato pie cast a spell that made hard men tender. “[My mother] made sure Daddy had breakfast, lunch, and dinner every day,” Frederick said. “In the mornings, as I got older, she would get up maybe a half an hour before Pops’s alarm would go off and go in the kitchen. Man, I could smell the bacon and eggs. It would wake me up out of my sleep.”


Through scrumptious family meals and bonds built with neighbors, the rented house became a home, holding invaluable memories. Nevertheless, without giving Grandpa Brown adequate notice, his Italian co-worker suddenly sold the house. The Browns had to move abruptly, and could only secure replacement housing in a Black woman’s dingy basement. Frederick was a toddler at the time, but he remembered his mother recounting the abuse inflicted by their former landlady. “My mother would pay the woman, and the woman would keep coming back talking about, ‘You didn’t pay me.’ Like my mother was stupid. The woman was overcharging my folks,” Frederick recollected. The Browns tolerated this because they had exceptionally few housing options.


In 1950, after spending a few years in the dreary, overpriced basement apartment, the Browns moved to an area on the city’s west side where racial covenants and racial violence had once prohibited Blacks from residing. Together with their oldest daughter, Jessa, and her young family, Grandma and Grandpa Brown purchased a duplex at Fifteenth Street and Buchanan. “My brother-in-law had a job in the factory, and together, they got up enough money to get up in there,” Frederick said. They “stayed upstairs with their family, and we stayed downstairs.”


The Browns’ new home was more than bricks and mortar—it gave them an asset to grow their wealth. It also provided physical security, stability, increased privacy, and supplied a canvas to express their identity. For Blacks, acquiring a home also provided psychological refuge from a profoundly racist society.


Even though Grandpa Brown worked his entire career at the Ford Rouge plant, which is in the suburb of Dearborn, virulent racism prevented him from ever purchasing a home there. Orville Hubbard, mayor of Dearborn from 1942 to 1978, adopted policies unapologetically designed to keep Blacks out.30 “I am for complete segregation, one million percent,” Hubbard declared. “Quit pushing the whites around. We’ve been pretty good to you. We’ve nursed you along, we’ve kept you here since the Civil War, put shoes on your feet.”31


Because Hubbard was exceptionally brazen in his efforts to maintain Dearborn’s racial purity, in 1965 a grand jury indicted him for violation of a federal civil rights statute, claiming he ordered Dearborn police to stand by as a violent crowd stoned a house whose owner had purportedly sold it to a Black family. After he was acquitted of all charges, the New York Times reported that Hubbard took the jury out for a steak dinner.32 Hubbard had no incentive to clean up his act and embrace civil rights because race baiting helped him get elected fifteen times, often winning more than 70 percent of the vote.33


In the neighborhoods where Blacks could reside, redlining cut their access to traditional bank financing, leaving land contracts as their only means to purchase a home. A land contract is a form of lending that combines the responsibilities of homeownership with the disadvantages of renting, thereby denying homebuyers the benefits of both. While bank financing offers lower interest rates, standard terms, mandated disclosure, and thus more security, sellers finance land contracts, which typically have larger down payments, higher interest rates, less favorable terms, and thus more insecurity. With a land contract, for instance, if buyers miss one payment, the seller can evict them and they can lose all of their prior payments. Contrast this with a traditional mortgage, in which late payments do not result in buyers losing all accumulated equity. Due to redlining, Black people could only secure inferior housing on inferior terms.


Racist policies led not only to inferior housing but also to substandard schools. Frederick Brown was eight in 1954 when the U.S. Supreme Court decided Brown v. Board of Education, which prohibited racially segregated public schools, declaring “separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” But even with de jure segregation outlawed, Black children still did not sit in the same classrooms as white children. By 1972, 70 percent of Black students in Detroit attended schools where at least 90 percent of the student population was also Black, while about three-quarters of the suburban white students went to schools that had no Blacks enrolled, and the other one-quarter went to schools that were 90 percent white.34


Since Blacks and whites did not live in the same neighborhoods, busing was one tool used to overcome this de facto school segregation, but white authorities nonetheless found ways to undermine this policy and maintain racial separation. “When we got to the fourth or fifth grade, they bused us to Kennedy Elementary, a school over there farther south and west, a predominantly white area,” Frederick said, running his hand through his gray hair. “The students were white, and they didn’t put us in class with the students from that area. They kept us all separated from those kids.” Instead of integrating the school, authorities created a school-within-the-school for Black students in order to keep them apart from white children.


After school, when Frederick returned to his home on Fifteenth Street, along with his mother, segregation greeted him daily. Even though both Black and white Southerners responded to the automotive industry’s siren song by migrating to Detroit, they did not live side by side. “From Buchanan to Grand River, on Fifteenth, was mostly Black folks,” Frederick said. “But from Buchanan going back south of Fifteenth, it was hillbillies. A lot of hillbillies. White folks from the South.”


Like a tired old dog, segregation was stubborn and unmoving. But it also produced Detroit’s famed music scene, which saturated Frederick’s neighborhood with both melodies and opportunities. As a self-taught, naturally gifted musician, Jimmy Brown—Frederick’s older brother—played bass, drums, sang, and even eventually assembled his own children into a musical group similar to the Jackson 5. Both Grandpa Brown and Jimmy encouraged Frederick’s musical interests.


“When I got to be about twelve, I kept bugging my daddy about a guitar. He said, ‘Oh, you don’t want to play.’ I kept bugging him and bugging him. Finally, he went to the store and got me a guitar.” Every week, the Browns spent $2 on Frederick’s lessons, and as his guitar skills blossomed, Grandpa Brown witnessed firsthand how music lifted his son to a celestial place.


“His friends would come by and he’d say, ‘Get your guitar. Play them a song.’ I said, ‘Oh, Daddy, I don’t want to.’ I was shy, but he insisted. They’d give me a little change, a dollar or two. I said, ‘Oh, looky here.’” These living room performances made young Frederick realize he could make money doing what he most loved. He made up his mind then and there—he was going to be a professional musician.


In 1959, when Frederick was thirteen years old, Berry Gordy founded his iconic music label, Motown. Gordy worked in an automotive factory, and it was there, at the Lincoln-Mercury plant, that he had an idea that would flourish into the most successful African American–owned business of the era. He would make music using an assembly line.35 Gordy hired choreographers, voice coaches, stylists, session musicians, makeup artists, hairdressers, producers, and writers, who were each responsible for a distinct part of an artist’s development as they went down Gordy’s assembly line. A young person could come in Motown’s door with nothing but raw talent and exit a fully assembled star, ready to cruise straight to the top of the Billboard charts. This was true for soul music legends such as Diana Ross, Stevie Wonder, Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, Marvin Gaye, Gladys Knight and the Pips, the Jackson 5, the Temptations, the Supremes, and the Four Tops.


One day, Frederick’s neighbor James Jamerson—who in 2020 Rolling Stone magazine named number one among the “Greatest Bassists of All Time”—took Frederick down the street to Motown’s headquarters. “We went around to the boulevard and went up in Hitsville. He said, ‘Sit in that chair and don’t move.’ Then they started to record.” After a long, rapturous inhale, Frederick continued, “I saw that and died and went to heaven. I was so excited.”


At just fifteen years old, Frederick began playing bass at nightclubs with Detroit blues artist Washboard Willie. As Frederick’s reputation as a talented bass player took root, several opportunities to play for Motown sprouted. “I had to play behind all the acts that didn’t have their own guitars. Smokey had his own, Temptations had their own, but the other acts did not,” Frederick explained. “This is how I first got to play behind Stevie.”


Frederick played with Little Stevie Wonder—an eleven-year old blind prodigy—as well as many other Motown luminaries, but his big break came when he got the opportunity to play behind the architect of rock ’n’ roll music: Little Richard. With his signature song, “Tutti Frutti,” and other hit songs like “Good Golly Miss Molly” and “Long Tall Sally,” Little Richard successfully melded the bad-boy blues tradition with the sacred shouts of gospel music to become one of the most celebrated musicians of his time.


Little Richard called on Frederick to play with his band several times. Frederick played bass while Little Richard danced, sang, and thumped his piano in a performance style best described as deliciously flamboyant. But before long, Frederick’s sweet opportunity turned sour. “Richard asked me to go on the road with him, so I tried it for a while,” Frederick recalled. “He made a couple of passes. I said, ‘Oh, no. That ain’t my bag.’ I had to give that up.”


Around the same time, Frederick went to go see Stevie perform at an Atlanta show. When he was backstage chatting with Stevie and his producer, Clarence, he told them he needed to leave his gig with Little Richard. “Clarence Paul said, ‘When you get back to Detroit, you’ve got a job with Stevie.’ So he got me switched from bass with Little Richard to guitar with Stevie. That worked out quite well.”


When Frederick returned from touring with Stevie Wonder, he met his future wife, Mona, a preacher’s daughter from Indianapolis who became a professional dancer. “My dad was a minister and so he disapproved,” Mona said. “But my mom saw my talent, so she allowed me to get involved in a lot of little contests. I would go to auditions, and that’s how I ended up being what you call a backup dancer.” Before long, Mona got her big break, appearing on a nationally aired show called Swingin’ Time with host Robin Seymour.


Frederick will never forget the day he met Mona. “I was with Stevie. I was home from the road and went over there to a recording studio on Warren and she comes in,” Frederick said, momentarily becoming the shy and dazzled young man who first laid eyes on Mona. As soon as Mona saw Frederick, she, too, was enamored. The two quickly became a couple, working for Motown and regularly attending barbecues with its famed artists. They were having the time of their lives.


While Motown employed Federick and many other young Detroiters, the automobile industry provided respectable union wages for Grandma and Grandpa Brown, four of their seven children, and many other African American families. That is, despite all the obstacles that the racial caste system placed in their paths, Black families in Detroit found a way to flourish. By 1970, 53 percent of African Americans in the metro Detroit area owned their homes, which was higher than Chicago (26 percent), Washington D.C. (30 percent), and Los Angeles (38 percent).36 Maya Angelou aptly described the miracle of Black resilience in the face of relentless racial subordination when she so eloquently wrote:




You may shoot me with your words,


You may cut me with your eyes,


You may kill me with your hatefulness,


But still, like air, I’ll rise.
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