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Department of American Studies  
 

 

Broken City: Race, Property, and Culture is an interdisciplinary study situated within 

the fields of urban history, African American Studies, and ethnic studies that 

examines Baltimore City during a period that roughly spans the late-nineteenth 

century to the mid-1950s. Using archival sources and close readings, this study 

examines city law, newsprint, popular culture artifacts, public health periodicals, 

reform publications, and social scientific production to narrate how, during this 

period of massive urban growth, theories of black life and culture manifested in city 

policy around the question of property and its regulation. This dissertation’s 

contribution to similar studies around the question of black geographic exclusion and 

containment is to highlight the ways that property controls—and the bases of 

municipal power itself—were bound up in the intentional criminalization, 

pathologization, and destruction of black communities, all of which were justified by 

persistent cultural critiques of black fitness for civil life centered on gendered and 

sexualized assumptions.   



  

 

The dissertation’s interrelated local investigations narrate social dramas that both 

exhibited culturally-specific interpretations of black life and precipitated institutional 

mandates guided by—or reproductive—of those interpretations. One investigation 

analyzes the discourses of black deviance that animated Baltimore’s crusade against 

the “cocaine evil” in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century to demonstrate 

how municipal power grew during this period to account for Jim Crow-era 

investments in disciplining black Baltimoreans and white desires to justify residential 

exclusion. Another investigation charts how, in the city’s racial covenants, black 

people became indexed as “nuisance,” a legal maneuver that allowed developers and 

white homeowners to categorize black people as a hazardous land use whose 

exclusion was protected under property rights. All told, these investigations 

demonstrate how, in Baltimore, the basis of municipal power and development, 

rooted in the protection and maintenance of property, was and continues to be based 

in the containment of black life through cultural prescriptions of black deviance. 
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Epigraph 
 
Here is This Place I Call Home (Passed Poem #2)  
Ciara Bethea, Amir Darby, Alice Relaney, Laurel Sands, Lindsey Sands, Jasmine 
Scott, Jon Veale  
 
Here is this place I call home 
Busy streets and sidewalks are what I’m used to 
The guns and violence, too 
Why do I call this place home?  
It’s where I first started 
Where my heart is 
My soul 
My beacon 
Where I can share 
It’s where 
I 
Want 
To 
Be 
But why 
Oh why 
Does the place I call home 
Crumble so?  
 
From CHARM: Voices of Baltimore Youth, Spring 2017  
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Preface 

My father, Moncho, joined the United States Navy in 1985. After coming to 

the U.S. from Puerto Rico for basic training, Moncho was stationed at a naval base in 

Portsmouth, Virginia. My mother, Lucy, joined him in Portsmouth shortly thereafter, 

and the two began their new lives in the continental U.S. Over the next few years, 

Moncho was reassigned to various naval bases in the American South. While he was 

away on lengthy deployments, Lucy encountered social stigma for not being able to 

speak English well. She struggled to acculturate. Feeling homesick and lonely, Lucy 

implored Moncho to ask for a reassignment to a naval base close to Philadelphia 

where two of her sisters lived. After what felt like ages to Lucy, Moncho was finally 

reassigned to a naval base in Annapolis, Maryland, and our family settled in a little 

rowhome in Baltimore.  

One day, on the way to work, Moncho suffered a spinal cord injury that left 

him permanently disabled. He was forced to retire early, and he and Lucy began to 

experience rocky times both financially and romantically. My parents finalized their 

divorced in 2000 after having been separated for years. Moncho returned to Puerto 

Rico, but Lucy stayed in Baltimore to ensure that her children benefitted from what 

they both considered to be a superior educational system in the continental U.S. After 

they divorced, Lucy immersed herself in Evangelicalism. At church, she was able to 

find solace in both Christian ideals and a robust Central American population in 

Baltimore that increased during the 1990s and early-2000s. Having developed highly-

proficient English language and writing skills, she empathized with the struggles of 

undocumented residents who were unable to navigate American bureaucracies and 
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institutions. To help her fellow churchgoers, Lucy became a licensed notary public 

and oversaw the process of obtaining Permanent Resident Cards for countless friends 

and acquaintances. It was thankless work that paid very little, but she felt compelled 

to shepherd people through a process of acculturation for which she never received 

guidance.  

 As time passed and her children moved out of the house and into college 

dorms, Lucy filled the vacancies left by her children with undocumented residents 

who needed time to find their footing in the U.S. The little rowhome in Baltimore 

meant everything to her—she raised her children there, she started a business there, 

and she provided refuge there. In retrospect, it is no surprise that, as increasing 

financial hardships began to affect her mental and physical health, Lucy doggedly 

refused to leave her little rowhome in Baltimore—no matter how much my siblings 

and I implored her. For us, the home had ceased to mean anything significant.  

Attending college, we had no plans to ever return to the house and continued 

to ask her to sell it. Unbeknownst to us, she couldn’t. Lucy had refinanced the home 

twice—once with Ameriquest, and once with Wells Fargo, banks that became 

infamous for their role in peddling subprime mortgage loans to working-class persons 

of color, a practice that many consider to be one of the major catalysts of the 

Financial Crisis of 2007. The refinanced loans represented easily double—if not 

triple—what the home was worth, which made selling it an almost impossible 

proposition.  

 In 2010, Lucy passed away unexpectedly from a heart attack. Leading up to 

her unanticipated passing, she scrambled monthly to care for Hugo, her youngest, do 
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her notary work, and make her mortgage payments. To cope, she developed an 

addiction to prescription drugs, including anti-psychotics, muscle relaxers, SSRIs, 

and sleeping medications that rapidly deteriorated her health. I only found out about 

the addiction when I visited the house to prepare for the funeral and discovered 

dozens of empty pill bottles in the pantry. In addition to the pills, I found stacks of 

foreclosure notices from Wells Fargo.  

As the executor of her estate, when she passed, I began to receive calls from 

the bank. A 20-year old college student with no financial literacy, I had no clue what 

to do about a house in foreclosure. I continually told the calling Wells Fargo agents 

that they could just take the house back. Though part of me wanted to save this place 

that my mother fought tooth-and-nail to maintain, I knew that I couldn’t. I didn’t have 

any money—none of us did—and the payments were already so past due that we 

would have to raise a ton of it very quickly to save the house. As family arrived for 

the funeral, my role as executor became simply to open the doors to the old house and 

let them gather up mom’s possessions before the bank seized the home. Over the 

course of a few days, everyone took something—or many things—to remember her 

by.  

The day before my mother was cremated, I hopped in her Ford Expedition 

with my younger brother and went to the house for one final pass. As we walked 

through the almost-emptied rooms, we didn’t find anything we wanted. The longer 

we stayed, the more I began to feel a latent rage well up inside of me. In the chaos of 

the past few days, I hadn’t had a chance to process what happened. In my childhood 

bedroom, I found my little league baseball bat and a few balls. I grabbed them and 
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headed to the living room. My brother followed knowingly. We stood for a moment 

in the space where mom used to talk to clients, where we used to wrestle, where my 

friends and I used to shoot movies on cheap digital cameras. This was the last time 

we would ever set foot in this house. As we destroyed the walls with fastballs and 

impassioned swings, I felt a sense of release overtake me. Whereas, earlier that day, I 

thought there was nothing I could do to express my anger toward this bank that cared 

only about getting their money back and had no regard for the consequences of their 

predatory practices, now I knew, at the very least, that they would be inconvenienced. 

A small victory, but a victory nonetheless.  

The following research study is inspired by Lucy and thousands of men and 

women of color like her who, in trying to lay claim to space, systematically fell 

victim to the capital interests of powerful institutions. These institutions defend their 

practices by redirecting the blame back onto their victims through discourses of 

“irresponsibility” without applying the same moral standards to themselves. The 

setting is Baltimore City, a place that in recent years has become something of a 

floating signifier in the American imaginary for municipal dysfunction, political 

corruption, lawlessness, and danger. The following pages probe archives to provide 

snapshots of how the city came to be what it is and to demonstrate how Lucy’s story 

is both historically persistent and systematically intentional. The process of targeting 

marginalized groups for capital- or reform-based experiments through cultural 

assessments of group identity, though articulated in diverse ways and at different 

scales across time and space in U.S. urban histories, underpins a persistent dynamic 

that has continually arrested the development of persons of color. Our existences in 
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U.S. metropoles has remained contingent, unestablished, and mutable. This 

dissertation engages how these dynamics have played out historically. Hopefully, in 

these pages, we may find something useful to combat these dynamics and reverse the 

tide of displacement in the present. 
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Introduction  

They were seeking their salvation in the most obvious, the destruction of what they 

knew was the cause of their sufferings; and if they destroyed much it was because 

they had suffered much. – C.L.R. James1 

On April 12, 2015, Freddie Carlos Gray, Jr., a 25-year old black man from 

West Baltimore’s Sandtown-Winchester neighborhood, was detained by police for 

running away when spotted by an officer patrolling the community. Cell phone 

footage of the arrest showed a debilitated Gray, unable to walk of his own accord, 

handcuffed and dragged to a police van by multiple officers as the anonymous camera 

operator berated them for having shot the injured man with a Taser. His body limp, 

Gray’s agonizing screams were ignored as officers threw him into the back of the van 

without properly fastening his seat belt. After repeatedly asking for medical 

treatment, Gray was ignored. When he finally did receive treatment, it was too late. 

He died a week after his arrest due to spinal cord injuries suffered while in police 

custody.   

 After Freddie Gray’s passing, a wave of protests began in Baltimore City. 

After approximately two weeks of peaceful demonstrations, the protests turned 

violent on April 25 as demonstrators congregated near the Inner Harbor—Baltimore’s 

premiere downtown tourist attraction. The Baltimore Sun, reporting on the clash, 

recounted that, “Protestors shouted, ‘You can’t get away with this!’ and ‘Hands up, 

                                                 
1 C.L.R. James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L’ouverture and the San Domingo 
Revolution (New York: Vintage Books, 1963), 88. 
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don’t shoot!’”2 Additionally, “Some [demonstrators] threw rocks and water bottles at 

horse-mounted police, smashed the windows of businesses, and looted at least two 

convenience stores.” London Hall, one of the demonstrators, reportedly said of the 

protests, “We are tired. We are not going to show them that they got the muscle and 

the power. We’re the voice of the street. These streets belong to us.”3  

 On April 27, the day of Freddie Gray’s funeral and two days after the Inner 

Harbor confrontation, violence reached a fever pitch as a different group of 

protestors—comprised of many young black people—clashed with police outside of 

Mondawmin Mall, a popular hangout for younger black Baltimoreans. Police cars 

were ransacked and set ablaze and officers pelted by demonstrators who reportedly 

“yelled not only about Gray’s death…but also their own volatile relationship with 

police, including what they said has been harassment at the Mondawmin bus stop.”4 

On the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and North Avenue demonstrators continued to 

confront police, looted grocery and convenience stores, and razed a CVS pharmacy. 

The unrest spread beyond West Baltimore to other parts of the city as protestors set 

dozens of fires and made away with groceries, liquor, prescription medications, and 

other goods from pillaged businesses.  

 In response to the unrest, Maryland’s governor activated thousands of 

National Guardsmen who, armed with fully-automatic weapons and Humvees, 

                                                 
2 This refrain became a pervasive political chant after the death of Mike Brown, a 
black teenager from Missouri who had evidently surrendered to a police officer 
before being shot at and ultimately killed.  
3 Yvonne Wenger, Kevin Rector, Mark Puente, Erica L. Green, and Colin Campbell, 
“Peace, Then Violence,” Baltimore Sun, April 26, 2015.  
4 Erica L. Green and Kevin Rector, “Students Seek to Redeem Their Good Name,” 
Baltimore Sun, April 30, 2015.  
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occupied Baltimore for the first time in almost 50 years. 5 Additionally, the mayor 

imposed a citywide curfew from 10:00 p.m. to 5:00 a.m. in the hopes that clear streets 

would equal less violence. Police departments from other counties in Maryland, as 

well as from Pennsylvania and New Jersey, offered hundreds of officers to beef up 

the city’s police presence and, among other things, barricade contested zones like 

Mondawmin Mall and downtown. Within a few days, hundreds of people were 

arrested in relation to the unrest, some of whom remained clueless as to what crime 

they’d supposedly committed. Peaceful protests continued as citizens pressured the 

State’s Attorney to charge the six officers connected to Freddie Gray’s death. 

Notably, these peaceful demonstrations were hindered by the overwhelming 

militarization of the city and the newly-established curfew. Over the course of the 

unrest, over 200 businesses were damaged, 144 cars torched, and nearly 500 people 

arrested.  

During the unrest, Baltimore City became a global spectacle, and onlookers 

overwhelmingly condemned violent protestors for their actions. A Sun editorial 

published during the conflict derided violent demonstrators for causing the city to 

suffer “incalculable damage in terms of destroyed property, injured police officers 

and civilians, and the tarnished image of the city in the eyes of those who live here, in 

the suburbs, and around the world.”6 Violent demonstrators were attacked for their 

lack of civility and dismissed as “thugs” who had no real grievances and no practical 

solutions. In another op-ed, the Sun’s editorial board drew a distinction between two 

                                                 
5 The last time the National Guard occupied Baltimore was during the 1968 unrest 
spurred by the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.  
6 Editorial Board, “Who’s in Charge?” Baltimore Sun, April 29, 2015.  
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“strains” of protestors. The first strain reacted to police brutality through massive 

non-violent demonstrations that drew attention to the systematized violence that 

pervaded the city’s black communities. The second strain represented,  

…a criminal fringe of self-described gang members, ex-convicts, petty 

criminals, and other malcontents who seek to exploit the unrest in 

order to carry out looting, arson, and other acts of mayhem, including 

attacks on police. They are largely indifferent to the goals of their 

more idealistic counterparts and see no contradiction in destroying 

their own communities as a way of achieving social justice.7 

President Barack Obama echoed these sentiments, characterizing violent protestors as 

a “handful of people taking advantage of the situation for their own purposes, [who] 

need to be treated as criminals.”8 Excluding some protestors like Kwame Rose, who 

believed that direct violent action ultimately proved effective in pressuring the State’s 

Attorney to charge the six police officers implicated in Gray’s death, violent 

resistance was almost universally condemned and violent protestors seen as anti-

political in mainstream news coverage. How dare they destroy private and city 

property? How could they believe that destroying “their own neighborhoods” would 

have any positive impact? They must be opportunists with no political aptitude who 

are simply benefitting from a tense situation.  

                                                 
7 Editorial Board, “Baltimore’s Tipping Point,” Baltimore Sun, May 1, 2015.  
8 Jules Witcover, “Baltimore Rioting, Then and Now,” Baltimore Sun, May 5, 2015.  
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Baltimore, a “Broken City”? 

 These questions and assumptions, which circulated widely in local, national, 

and global news outlets and on social media, tended to offhandedly dismiss violent 

rebellion as a political activity under the assumption that violent protestors, in 

attacking posh downtown department stores, tourist zones, check cashing outlets, 

pharmacies, grocery stores, and police vehicles, were destroying integral institutions 

in their neighborhoods. However, none of these influential news outlets seemed to 

contextualize the destruction within broader histories of economic and political 

disenfranchisement, uneven city developmental patterns, and crises in the realms of 

food accessibility, healthcare, and financial stability within the city’s poor black 

communities. Moreover, the immediate dismissal of these forms of protest as 

ineffective political activity was couched in discourses of criminality, lawlessness, 

and unthinking depravity. The Sun went so far as to distinguish protesters based on 

tactics by arguing that peaceful protests effectively shed light on systemic violence 

while violent rebellion in city-financed tourist zones, predatory institutional settings, 

and transit hubs wherein police routinely harassed black people was little more than 

blatant thuggery—not systemic critique.  

 The conflagration that engulfed Baltimore City in 2015 serves as one of the 

primary inspirations for this research study. As a native Baltimorean and city resident 

at the time of the “unrest”—what I and others have taken to call the “Baltimore 

Uprising”—, the narratives surrounding violent protestors seemed like a craven 

misrepresentation of—or indifference to—the deep scars of systematized violence 

that marked centuries of economic and political exploitation in Baltimore’s black 
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neighborhoods at the hands of city institutions, broader urban developmental 

initiatives, and onerous police surveillance. The discrediting of black demonstrators 

through prescriptions of “thuggery” and wanton criminal recklessness also smacked 

of a persistent socio-historical association between blackness and danger. These 

associations reach as far back as pre-history, according to Sheri Parks who, in her 

book, Fierce Angels, traces the centrality of “darkness” in the founding myths of 

modern civilization. In her analysis of early cultural groupings, Parks notes, 

“Darkness—the rest and protection it provided and the danger it threatened—was 

central to their lives.”9 The explosive potential of this darkness—the enduring 

comforts and paranoias associated with its spontaneity—bear out in the present as 

black upheavals cause us to question the very bases of our institutional structures.  

To historicize and narrate the roots and lasting legacies of institutional 

condemnations of black life and behavior regarding property and the health of the 

city, this study is guided by three questions stimulated by perceptions of violent 

protest during the Uprising. First, as Baltimore developed, what was the relationship 

between property and Baltimore’s black communities? Understanding this 

relationship may help provide historical context to the upheaval which many 

onlookers found reprehensible because of the amount of private and public property 

damage that took place. Second, what assumptions undergirded the media’s charges 

that demonstrators destroyed “their own neighborhoods”? This question is more 

theoretical in nature, questioning the basis of what it means to have ownership in a 

                                                 
9 Sheri L. Parks, Fierce Angels: Living with a Legacy from the Sacred Dark Feminine 
to the Strong Black Woman (Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books, 2013), 12.  
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city in which black ownership has been systematically denied or characterized by 

exploitative capital practices; in which black property has been policed, scrutinized, 

or destroyed; and in which black people have been subject to continual urban 

developmental schemes overseen by paternalistic institutions that justify invasive 

restructurings through moral appeals to perceived black cultural deficiencies—a 

dynamic that I call “reformatory experimentation” throughout this dissertation. 

Finally, what historical legacies manifested in discourses of black criminality that 

distinguished so-called “thugs” from political agents? Why are the two mutually 

exclusive, and what class-based assumptions undergird the discursive distinction?  

 To answer these and other questions, Broken City: Race, Property, and 

Culture, relies on an interdisciplinary approach informed by the fields of urban 

history, African American Studies, and Ethnic Studies. It examines Baltimore City 

during a period of rapid urbanization roughly beginning in the late-nineteenth century 

and ending in the late-1950s. Using archival methods and close readings, this study 

surveys city law, newsprint, popular culture, public health periodicals, reform 

publications, and social scientific production to dramatize how, during this period of 

massive urban growth, theories of black life and culture manifested in tangible 

policies and practices regarding property and property regulation that exist with us to 

this day. The dissertation’s contribution to similar studies around the question of 

black geographic exclusion and containment is to highlight how property 

regulations—and the development of urban municipal power—were realized through 

the criminalization and destruction of poor black communities and how these 
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practices were themselves justified by persistent cultural critiques of black life—a 

dynamic that we saw in the coverage of the Baltimore Uprising.  

 Baltimore City serves as the setting of this dissertation for several reasons, 

both personal and academic. As a native Baltimorean, my initial investigations into 

the city were guided by a desire to understand how persistent urban developmental 

initiatives failed to realize equitable futures for the city’s poorest and most vulnerable 

populations. Academically, the city’s position within U.S. geography and history 

provided somewhat of an explanation as to why these initiatives stalled and produced 

populations that remained locked in place. Andor Skotnes, a labor historian, 

characterizes Baltimore’s unique geographic and historic character as “the proverbial 

‘middle ground’ between South and North, between historic territories of slavery and 

free labor, between the subsequent homelands of Jim Crow ruralism and U.S. 

corporate capitalism. The region had a dual nature, an in-betweenness.”10 This “in-

betweenness,” as will be demonstrated throughout the dissertation, unfolded over the 

course of the city’s history in unorthodox precedents and regulative strategies that 

created the conditions under which poor black Baltimoreans became articulated as 

dangerous within the context of an industrial economy and property market that grew 

rapidly. During this growth, and at every turn, municipal governance strategies, 

informed by Jim Crow aspirations of white social preeminence, attempted to delimit 

the possibilities of black social mobility through culturally-prescriptive 

representations of black life.   

                                                 
10 Andor Skotnes, A New Deal for All?: Race and Class Struggles in Depression-Era 
Baltimore (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 11, emphasis in original.  
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 Specifically, during the early-twentieth century, the city’s fraught relationship 

with enslavement, its long-established and politically-active black population, its 

sentimental Northern-minded liberals, and its considerable number of Southern-

minded anti-black segregationists made the city a hotbed for unique racial 

confrontations. Such confrontations, in many cases, led to pioneering and enduring 

regulative conventions in policing (see Chapter 3), geographic segregation (see 

Chapter 4), and morally-driven housing law enforcement procedures (see Chapter 5). 

Because of the city’s incredibly dynamic mixture of northern sentimentality, 

industrial economy, and southern racial conventions, this study, through intensive 

archival investigations into legal precedent, popular representation, city policy, 

empirical studies, and other sources, locates and contextualizes the various “pieces” 

that came together to form what I call “the Broken City.”  

 This concept, whose enduring legacies can be gleaned from the activities and 

discourses that characterized the Baltimore Uprising, refers to three aspects of post-

industrial urban spaces, their study, and their recoverable potential. While a more 

extensive discussion of the Broken City is provided in the conclusion of this 

dissertation, I think it prudent to outline its basic character here. First, the Broken 

City refers to a prevailing (dis)organization of municipal governance with which 

many participants in community-based activism are probably familiar. Presently, city 

structures are mired in bureaucratic oversaturation, agencies working at cross-

purposes, and governance models that make the realization of racially-equitable 

development seem almost impossible. In the following study, by historicizing how 

Baltimore’s governmental architecture was laid on a foundation of racial 
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subordination and anti-black sentiment, I trace the development of municipal 

governance to argue that such governance was never intended to foster equitable 

development; rather, much of the municipality’s vested powers emerged during a 

period in which uneven development was not only accomplished but, indeed, was the 

desired result.  

 Second, in recounting how racial subordination and anti-black discourses of 

black cultural depravity informed much of the municipal growth and orthodoxy that 

continues to bear out in the present, I engage with an archive whose very character is 

fragmented, incomplete, and, as such, “broken.” The process of narrativizing how 

poor black Baltimoreans, ensnared within Jim Crow logics of capital development, 

were interpreted and reproduced in the archive is difficult, if not, following Saidiya 

Hartman, impossible.11 While the stakes of such investigations are high if we are to 

figure out how to mend the Broken City, it is similarly important for us not to 

reproduce or fetishize the violences through which poor black subjects were 

articulated within archival productions in the present.  

 Third, in theorizing the Broken City, I have, logically, suggested that there is a 

way to fix municipal governance structures to allow us to realize a future that was not 

envisioned in their construction. Such a “fix” would require an initial understanding 

that present governance models are woefully inadequate and based in presumptions 

around the sacral nature of private property. Marxist theories around this question 

provide communism, the collective ownership and redistribution of private property, 

as a solution. While this remedy holds up theoretically, the institution of communist 

                                                 
11 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 12:2 (2008), 1-14. 
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principals in the organization of political parties, labor actions, and experiments in 

communal ownership have yet to make significant in-roads within the capitalist-

driven U.S. nation-state. Other solutions, to which Baltimore’s black people have 

resorted in the past, include strategies that rely on self-determined and collective 

action to fill in the gaps left by persistent municipal negligence (see Chapter 5). 

Whatever our solutions end up being, it is vitally necessary to recognize that racial 

confrontation, white investments in municipal control and property, and fragmented 

and demonstrably inaccurate portrayals of poor black people have created a 

governance model that was never intended to “work” for everybody.   

  The remaining pages of this section narrate, in broad strokes, the history of 

racial antagonisms in Baltimore with respect to property and urban development. This 

history will be developed in thicker detail in the ensuing pages of this dissertation. 

For the purposes of context, this section merely lays the groundwork for this project’s 

local investigations by highlighting the pervasive themes, institutional settings, and 

debates that animated the periods in which they occurred.   

In assessing the racial dynamics that inhered in white and black relationships 

to property, an understanding of the capitalist expropriation of Native lands is 

necessary. Expropriation, in its simplest form, refers to the dispossession of property 

from one group by another. In Patrick Wolfe’s “Land, Labor, and Difference: 

Elementary Structures of Race,” the author notes how expropriation in the U.S. was 

accomplished through the settler colonial elimination of Native populations, on the 

one hand, and the development of a subordinated labor force through the imposition 
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of slavery, on the other.12 This process served as the foundation of private property in 

the U.S., which was developed through the extraction of labor from expropriated 

lands, the enclosure of land through the creation of artificial borders, and the 

enforcement and codification of those borders through a framework of laws that 

legitimized white claims to the extraction of wealth.13  

 In Baltimore, this historic transformation was realized, in part, through the 

development of “ground leasing” wherein expropriated lands were enclosed and 

subdivided in a manner that allowed settler colonists to develop private property 

while maintaining an eternal claim to the wealth generated through its development. 

These eternal claims were realized in the legal mechanism of the ground rent, which 

serves as the object study of the second chapter of this dissertation. In situating the 

co-development of private property and racial categories, I draw from Cheryl Harris’ 

foundational legal theory of “whiteness as property.” This theory argues that the legal 

frameworks that were deployed to legitimize white claims to expropriated lands 

established whiteness’ privileged legal protections through structures of racial 

domination. These structures created the conditions under which whiteness was 

vested with the privilege of possession through the elimination of Native claims to 

land and the exclusion of black claims to humanity through their articulation as 

commodities.14 These legal protections, though contested across time and space, 

                                                 
12 Patrick Wolfe, “Land, Labor, and Difference: Elementary Structures of Race,” 
American Historical Review 106:3 (2001): 866-905.  
13 Ibid., 868.  
14 Cheryl I. Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review 106:8 (1993), 
1707-1791. 
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prove to be relatively impenetrable and throw into question who really owns urban 

space.  

 As capital urbanized and city development accelerated rapidly during the 

Gilded Age and into Jim Crow, whiteness continued to represent an agentic 

relationship over property while blackness, as articulated through cultural 

assessments of black daily life and in disciplinary policies aimed at containing black 

people’s supposed propensities to crime, public disorder, and sexual lawlessness, 

became almost synonymous with property as that which could be surveilled, moved, 

excluded, and variously articulated as “menace,” “nuisance,” and “hazard.” This 

dynamic is captured in post-Reconstruction investments in delimiting the possibilities 

of black social mobility through prescriptions of black deviance that assessed how—

or if—black people could adapt to city life in the North.15  

 The cacophony of debates around the question of black “fitness” for urban and 

civil life are captured in turn-of-the-century preoccupations with the so-called “Negro 

Problem,” as articulated by racial theorists and social scientists, such as Nathaniel 

Southgate Shaler, Samuel George Morton, W.E.B. DuBois, Booker T. Washington, 

and others. Though the debates were complex and approached from multiple 

disciplinary and social locations, the basic question that critics were attempting to 

answer was: How do black people, in a post-emancipation context, fit into American 

society in the United States? The answers varied from Morton’s craniological 

condemnations of black inferiority, to DuBois’ analyses of the environmental and 

                                                 
15 Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the 
Making of Modern Urban America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010).  
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structural impediments besetting black communities, to Washington’s belief that 

blacks should pull themselves up “by their bootstraps” through rugged individualism 

and hard work.16 

 In Baltimore, these debates were staged in Progressive reform circles and 

reproduced in popular discursive outlets, particularly in the city’s leading white 

newspaper, The Baltimore Sun. As Progressives stressed the need to save black 

people from themselves through condemnations of their perceived cultural 

predilections toward crime, sexual promiscuity, and other forms of social excess in 

explicit relation to the seeming stability of their ethnic white counterparts, the Sun 

joined many national newspapers in producing sensationalized, muckraking 

portrayals of black crime and vice, particularly cocaine-use,17 which serves as the 

object lesson of the third chapter of this dissertation. The dissemination of racially-

prescriptive assessments of comparative racial formation serves as the foundation of 

“racial knowledge,” a concept that has been developed by scholars in the critical 

ethnic studies tradition. Racial knowledge, in this dissertation, refers to the 

compilation and presentation of data cataloguing the perceived racial differences that 

distinguished population groups through empirical investigations into the habits, 

social customs, and behaviors (i.e. cultural traits) that prevailed in their daily lives. 

 My use of the term “racial knowledge” is inspired by Denise Ferreira da 

Silva’s insights into the concept and its foundational role in the development, 

                                                 
16 Ibram X. Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist 
Ideas in America (New York: Nation Book, 2016).  
17 David F. Musto, The American Disease: Origins of Narcotic Control (Oxford: 
University of Oxford Press, 1998).  
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maintenance, and persistence of modern institutional formations. For da Silva, 

modern epistemological traditions are rooted, not in unpacking the essence of 

conceptual nuclei, but in creating modes of understanding to interrogate the 

appearance of such conceptual nuclei. In one example, da Silva notes that Isaac 

Newton, in his investigations into the refraction of rays of sunlight, was not as 

interested in the metaphysical question of what he was studying as he was in 

capturing how things worked. Da Silva understands this framework to be 

foundational, not just in the scientific method, but in modes of understanding that 

animate Western thought writ large. Regarding race and racial knowledge, studies of 

the human—that rely in large part on what she calls the “analytics of raciality”—have 

been and continue to be invested in studying race, not through examinations that 

problematize the nature of race itself, but through the categorization of human life 

with reference to racial and cultural difference. Such studies naturalize racial and 

cultural difference and render race itself to be an object of knowledge. As such, racial 

knowledge concretizes, through comparative assessments, differences among racial 

and cultural groups to prop up disciplinary institutions of social and political 

control.18 

 In Jim Crow Baltimore, the prevalence of racial knowledge that characterized 

black people as culturally dysfunctional—often in explicit relation to “native” whites 

                                                 
18 Denise Ferreira da Silva, “Notes for a Critique of the ‘Metaphysics of Race,’” 
Theory, Culture, and Society 28:1 (2011), 138-148. See also: Denise Ferreira da 
Silva, “No-Bodies: Law, Raciality, and Violence,” Griffith Law Review 18:2 (2009), 
212-236. Denise Ferreira da Silva, “Toward a Black Feminist Poethics,” The Black 
Scholar 44:2 (2014), 81-97.  
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and ethnic migrants—in the minds of reformers, policymakers, and city élites stoked 

segregationist fervor wherein racial animosity was couched in worries over 

maintaining elevated levels of property value to which black people posed a 

perceived threat. In the early-twentieth century, as the city grew to accommodate 

significant European migration and expanding suburbanization, the nature and scale 

of municipal power vested city government with the power to guide capital 

development. In the 1909 precedent-setting case, William Rossberg v. State of 

Maryland, the state government recognized and assured Baltimore’s “police power,” 

a legal concept wherein municipalities were allotted semi-sovereign authority in 

establishing laws and policies to govern within their borders and ensure the “general 

welfare,” broadly construed, of that locality.19 In Baltimore, this police power 

validated the municipal police department’s ability to enforce severer penalties in the 

regulation of crime and the city government’s capacity to work out largescale land 

use policies to segregate city space and promote social harmony.   

 Between the 1910s and the 1930s, the theories of cultural and social 

dysfunction articulated in outlets of racial knowledge materialized in a series of 

largescale land use restrictions wherein Baltimore’s city government exercised its 

police power to contain the geographic possibilities of black people and to “protect” 

white property. The discourses surrounding these land use initiatives, including 

housing segregation policies, comprehensive municipal zoning, and public housing 

development, reproduced understandings of Baltimore’s black population as mutable 

and disposable along the lines of property in a legal sense. These dynamics are 

                                                 
19 William Rossberg vs. State of Maryland, 111 Md. 394 (Md. 1909) 
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explored in the fourth chapter of this dissertation to demonstrate how zoning 

advocates and public housing officials naturalized discourses of blackness as 

“nuisance,” a legal category that allowed homeowners and capital developers the 

language with which to exclude black settlement in their communities through the 

invocation of property rights. As nuisance, black people were placed in explicit 

relation to that which depressed property value, including cattle farming, glue 

production, and other “nuisance” land uses.  

 By the 1940s, as federal home loan insurance plans allowed white 

Baltimoreans to relocate from the central city to the surrounding suburbs and the 

ravages of city negligence bore out in the deterioration of the city’s black 

neighborhoods, liberal progressive reformers took to reformatory experimentation to 

rehabilitate private property and save the city’s declining tax base. In the city’s 

concern for its fiscal safety, private property, in this instance, became a matter of 

public concern and intervention. This concern led to collaboration among community 

organizers, realtors, and city bureaus who developed and implemented the “Baltimore 

Plan of Housing Law Enforcement,” the subject taken up in the fifth chapter of this 

dissertation. The Baltimore Plan sought to clean up Baltimore’s poor neighborhoods 

through the implementation of the city’s Building Code which dictated the minimum 

standards of safety required to render a property “habitable” and increase its taxable 

value. Through intensive and targeted code enforcement, the establishment of a 

Housing Court devoted to doling out criminal penalties for code violations, and the 
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introduction of so-called “liberal adult education,”20 the Baltimore Plan represented 

yet another instance in which the city’s police power was invoked to protect property 

through the imposition of legal policies that took as a given black people’s inherent 

incapacity to fulfill their duties as private citizens.   

 All told, the prevalence of white claims to property created an architecture of 

racial domination on expropriated Native lands that relied on the suppression and 

mutability of marginalized groups. Between the late-nineteenth and mid-twentieth 

century, as cities like Baltimore began to take their present shapes, “whiteness as 

property” materialized in the police power of municipal governance through which 

localities were able to create laws and policies to realize the abstracted “general 

welfare” of their constituencies. These policies sought to maintain property values 

through the restriction and containment of black people based in popular cultural 

assumptions of their perceived racial incapacities for the privileges afforded private 

(white) citizens. As such, the basis of municipal power and development, rooted in 

the protection and maintenance of property, was and continues to be based in the 

containment of black life through cultural prescriptions of black deviance—a 

dynamic that makes it hard to claim that, in destroying police cars and downtown 

developments, black Baltimoreans in 2015 were destroying “their own 

neighborhoods.”  

                                                 
20 Martin Millspaugh & Gurney Breckenfeld, The Human Side of Urban Renewal 
(New York: Ives Washburn, 1960).  
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Relevant Fields of Study 

 Because this study is interdisciplinary in nature, a survey of the relevant fields 

of study to which I am indebted is necessary to situate my approach to questions of 

race, property, and culture. In using traditional historical methods of inquiry within 

the framework of the “city,” I draw on insights from the field of urban history. In 

exploring the lived experiences of poor black Baltimoreans within a broader U.S. 

context, I am indebted to African American Studies. Finally, in unpacking the ways 

that property is racialized through the construction and management of social 

identities, I am beholden to theories and methods of Ethnic Studies. The following 

section provides a broad overview of these fields and this study’s relationship to them 

and concludes by asserting how this study’s approach synthesizes insights from each 

of these fields in an approach that I call a “cultural history of property.”   

Urban History 

 Urban history became something of a popular academic pursuit in the years 

following World War II. 21 In historian Dwight Hoover’s pioneering 1968 essay, “The 

Diverging Paths of American Urban History,” 22 the author charts the foundational 

debates and approaches that animated early urban historical inquiries. Though the 

essay appeared a half-century ago, many of the ideological and disciplinary 

orthodoxies identified by Hoover persist in the present. In charting a cartography of 

urban history, Hoover identified at least three approaches to the field, including the 

                                                 
21 Raymond Mohl, “Editorial,” Journal of Urban History 1:1 (1974): 3-5.  
22 Dwight Hoover, “The Diverging Paths of American Urban History” American 
Quarterly 20:2 (1968): 296-317.  
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humanistic, the sociological, and the symbolic. The first approach, the humanistic, 

refers to analyses of cities that investigate how urban spaces change over time 

through explorations of their social, economic, and political characters. The scholars 

who used this approach varied in ideological orientation, from A.M. Schlesinger’s 

influential belief that rapid urbanization was inevitable and that it had whetted 

Americans’ appetites for expansion after the closing of the American Frontier, to 

Constance McLaughlin Green’s biographical treatment of certain localities, to Jane 

Addams’ assessments of the city’s effects on human development. The humanistic 

tradition of urban history, over time, came to reject assumptions like Schlesinger’s 

that urbanization was something of a predestined outcome and, instead, began to 

“operate with the definition of urbanization as the creation of a city through time.”23 

 The second approach, the sociological, initially rejected assumptions that 

cities were “created” and thus unpredictable and instead embraced a deterministic 

methodology that understood cities to be measurable units for which a systematic 

theory could be developed. This approach was forged by a group of scholars at the 

University of Chicago, including Robert Park, Ernest Burgess, and Louis Wirth (i.e., 

“the Chicago School”). These scholars advanced an “ecological” understanding of 

urban history that centralized quantitative social scientific methods. In applying such 

methods to population movements, demographic change, and land values, the 

ecological approach, in Hoover’s estimation, understood the city environment to be 

“a natural, unplanned one which determined interdependence between individuals.”24 

                                                 
23 Ibid., 316, emphasis mine.  
24 Ibid., 302.  
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The determinism of the Chicago School was challenged by Walter Firey who, in his 

1946 study Land Use in Central Boston, demonstrated how land values were not 

solely representative of abstract market “value,” but also reflective of cultural factors 

and community sentiment. Subsequent sociological examinations of urban space 

continued to insist on the importance of quantitative analysis but integrated more 

complex analyses of bureaucratic organization, social stratification, and other unequal 

arrangements within city spaces.  

 The third and final approach, the symbolic, conceptualized the city to be a 

complex set of symbols, imageries, and perceptual foci. Hoover attributes the early 

articulation of this approach to Louis Wirth who, in moving beyond the pointed 

ecological framework of urbanism that characterized the early Chicago School, 

posited that cities were, in many ways, constituted through group attitudes and 

ideologies. Building on this idea, Anselm Strauss, a sociologist, published Images of 

the American City in 1961 wherein he argued,  

The city, I am suggesting, can be viewed as a complex related set of 

symbolized areas. Any given population will be cognizant of only a 

small number of these areas: most areas will lie outside of effective 

perception; others will be conceived in such ways that will hardly ever 

be visited, and will indeed be avoided.25 

Symbolic assessments of cities, in understanding city geographies to be finite and 

based on ideological understandings of figurative imagery, engaged sources ranging 

                                                 
25 Anselm L. Strauss, Images of the American City (New York: Routledge, 1976), 59. 
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from urban design, architecture, and the presence of cities in fictional mediums like 

novels and photography.  

 In concluding his overview of the initial stages, developments, and 

methodological approaches that characterized urban history, Hoover notes that his 

theoretical groupings were not total. Indeed, the scholars in his analysis often blurred 

the lines between the humanistic, the sociological, and the symbolic. He also gestures 

toward the idea that, in encountering the city in academic inquiry, scholars eventually 

realized that a so-called “systematic theory of the city” was impossible.26 Throughout 

this study, I follow the work of urban historians in this tradition and understand cities 

to be complex assemblages comprised of multiple forms of sociality, economic 

formation, cultural groupings, symbolic representations, legal apparatuses, 

bureaucratic institutions, and a litany of other factors that contribute to the infinite 

complexity of urban life.  

 To this end, this study relies heavily on the insights provided by contemporary 

and interdisciplinary investigations of cities that understand urban geographies to bear 

the residue of racial, gendered, and sexual politics. In tackling how structured 

divestment buttressed and codified racialized geographies, I draw on urban histories 

and sociological studies that investigate how capital development was guided by 

planning agendas that sought to maintain social harmony through the dispossession 

and containment of black populations.27 In taking up questions regarding the 

                                                 
26 Hoover, “The Diverging Paths,” 304.  
27 Arnold R. Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto: Race & Housing in Chicago, 1940-
1960 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Patrick Sharkey, Stuck in Place: 
Urban Neighborhoods and the End of Progress toward Racial Equality (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2013); Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban 
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management of marginalized social groups through processes of violence, 

criminalization, and dispossession, this study follows urban histories emerging out of 

critical ethnic studies, black studies, and queer studies.28 Perhaps more than any other 

field, however, given this study’s investment in highlighting historical and 

contemporary methods through which black Baltimoreans are criminalized in the 

service of property, this study draws on urban historical traditions in African 

American Studies, to which we now turn.  

African American Studies  

Investigations of cities can often reveal the nature of racial antagonisms 

within a capitalist framework. In undertaking a project that explores how, in 

Baltimore, municipal governance was bound up in processes of black subordination, 

this study draws heavily on the field of African American Studies. This field is 

diverse and encompasses several disciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches and 

methods to illuminate the experiences of black Americans over time and space 

through investigations into cultural practice, histories of subordination and resistance, 

analyses of expressive traditions, and many more lines of inquiry. For the sake of 

clarity, this study draws on historical and humanist approaches in the African 

                                                 
Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1996). 
28 Christina B. Hanhardt, Safe Space: Gay Neighborhood History and the Politics of 
Violence (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013); Chad Heap, Slumming: Sexual and 
Racial Encounters in American Nightlife, 1885-1940 (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2009); Susan Schweik, The Ugly Laws: Disability in Public (New York: NYU 
Press, 2009); Rashad Shabazz, Spatializing Blackness: Architectures of Confinement 
and Black Masculinity in Chicago (Urbana-Champagne: University of Illinois Press, 
2015).  
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American Studies tradition that explore how black Americans have been subordinated 

in hierarchies of racial dominance within urban spaces.  

  Specifically, this study is informed by—and synthesizes—two approaches in 

African American Studies to examine the nature of black life in a U.S. urban context: 

intellectual histories of black life and culture and histories of racial capitalism. The 

first approach, intellectual histories of black life, examines how institutional 

articulations of black culture, deviance, and unworthiness are legitimized through the 

production of empirical studies of black people that emerge over time in academic 

literatures, reform-oriented publications, and other specialized outlets. Such 

intellectual histories lay bare the contradictions and debates immanent in empirical 

investigations that construct and reproduce dominant understandings of black 

deviance and racialized poverty. These studies examine how black Americans have 

been and continue to be represented in so-called “legitimate” forms of knowledge 

production that naturalize cultural and racial difference—what da Silva calls “racial 

knowledge”—to undermine black worthiness within a U.S. context by obscuring the 

role of structured inequality in delimiting the agency of the black working-class.29 

The second approach, histories of racial capitalism, examines how racial 

antagonisms are produced in, and co-constitute, capitalist development. Such studies 

                                                 
29 Ibram X. Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist 
Ideas in America (New York: Nation Book, 2016); Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The 
Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010); Alice O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge: 
Social Science, Social Policy, and the Poor in Twentieth-Century U.S. History 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002).  
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focus on the prohibition of black entrance into suburban communities, legal 

architectures of racial exclusion, the historical significance of the dual housing 

market, and the suppression of organized labor within urban spaces. The term “racial 

capitalism,” which is generally attributed to historian Cedric Robinson, revises 

Marx’s understanding of social formation within capitalist development. For Marx, 

capitalism, which is a system of economic organization that relies on the 

commodification of land and labor to realize profit, necessarily divided society 

among those who realized profit and those who did not (i.e. the “bourgeoisie” and the 

“proletariat,” respectively). Robinson, in historicizing the development and 

exportation of capitalism through analyses of British colonialism and African slavery, 

demonstrates that Marx’s theory of social structure under capitalism, which only 

considered the unequal relationships of class, did not, in fact, play out in the historical 

and practical implementation of capitalism. Instead, Robinson uncovered that, “The 

development, organization, and expansion of capitalist society pursued essentially 

racial directions, so too did social ideology.”30 Racial capitalism, then, examines how 

racial ideologies structure historical and contemporary capitalist development. 

Following this understanding, historians of racial capitalism highlight how race, as a 

social construct and modern system of human organization and regulation, was and 

continues to be essential in shaping developing capital markets with respect to urban 

real estate, labor, business, and other moneyed pursuits.31  

                                                 
30 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 2.  
31 N.D.B. Connolly, A World More Concrete: Real Estate and the Remaking of Jim 
Crow South Florida (Chicago: University of Chicago Press); David Delany, Race, 
Place, and the Law, 1836-1948 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998); David 
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In synthesizing these two approaches in African American Studies, this 

dissertation, through an archival engagement with the discourses surrounding 

largescale capitalist development in Baltimore City, argues that the production of 

racial knowledge in specialized and popular outlets materialized in legal, 

bureaucratic, and other institutional manifestations of property—the bedrock of 

American capitalism. Indeed, in synthesizing these two approaches in African 

American Studies, I develop, through the narration of cultural politics, urban 

development, and the application of specialized and popular knowledge in Baltimore 

City, an intervention in urban historical accounts of poor black populations. I posit 

that bureaucratic, legal, and racial capitalist processes cannot be divorced from 

cultural and political assessments of social groups. Indeed, this dissertation 

demonstrates that the architectures of criminalization and policing within urban 

spaces are intentionally developed in and through engagements with popularized 

sentiments of racial knowledges that manifest in the legal and bureaucratic protection 

of property. To further situate this intervention within theories of social identity 

formation, I rely on insights from Ethnic Studies, to which we now turn.  

                                                 
M.P. Freund, Colored Property: State Policy and White Racial Politics in Suburban 
America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007); Cheryl I. Harris, “Whiteness 
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University of Chicago Press, 1998); W. Edward Orser, Blockbusting in Baltimore: 
The Edmonson Village Story (Lexington, University of Kentucky Press: 1994); Andor 
Skotnes, A New Deal for All?: Race and Class Struggles in Depression-Era 
Baltimore (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013); Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of 
the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1996); Clyde Woods, Development Arrested: The Blues and 
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Ethnic Studies 

 This dissertation, in examining how property is racialized through the 

articulation and management of social identities, draws heavily from the field of 

Ethnic Studies. Ethnic Studies, as was the case for the above-mentioned fields, 

encompasses a wide variety of interdisciplinary approaches and methods. In taking up 

Ethnic Studies, this dissertation draws from critical approaches within the field that 

examine how the production of social difference undergirds institutional formation 

and the reproduction of unequal social relationships.  

 For instance, in exploring how, during the period-specific focus of this study, 

black Baltimoreans were supposedly predisposed to certain anti-social behaviors, 

propagators of racial knowledge tended to articulate cultural theories of black life 

through comparative assessments of immigrant Europeans’ supposed cultural 

predispositions. Drawing on theories of Ethnic Studies, specifically those that take up 

the historical development of “whiteness” as a racial category, this study 

contextualizes how the project of white racial identity played out in Baltimore City.32 

Additionally, in analyzing how this comparative racial framework simultaneously 

constructed the social category of “blackness” within early-twentieth century 

Baltimore, I draw on theories of “racial formation.” This key concept, which informs 

many Ethnic Studies projects, provides us with ways to understand race—and other 

                                                 
32 James R. Barrett and David Roediger, “Inbetween Peoples: Race, Nationality, and 
the ‘New Immigrant’ Working Class,” Journal of American Ethnic History 16:3 
(1997): 3-44; Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European 
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Working Class (New York: Verso, 1999). 
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categories of social difference—to be a contested social category that is, in part, 

developed and negotiated in and through comparative assessments of group 

dynamics.33 

 Furthermore, in examining how the construction of social identity is 

accomplished in numerous social realms, I draw on Ethnic Studies literatures that 

unpack how identities are articulated, not through one, but through several axes of 

social difference. Such literatures are inspired by—and draw upon—foundational 

black feminist social theories, particularly intersectional theory, to which I am also 

indebted. The concept of “intersectionality” was developed by black feminist scholars 

like Kimerblé Crenshaw, Patricia Hill Collins, and Bonnie Thornton Dill. Crenshaw, 

a legal historian, initially developed the concept to address how black women 

experienced different forms of institutional, interpersonal, and bureaucratic repression 

within the American legal system. Such an attentiveness to the ways that social 

identities are constituted differently and, as such, experience different forms of 

subordination within a hierarchy of interrelated oppressions and privileges forms the 

bedrock of intersectional theory. For Crenshaw, “An analysis sensitive to structural 

intersections explores the lives of those at the bottom of multiple hierarchies to 

determine how the dynamics of each hierarchy exacerbates and compounds the 

consequences of another.”34  

                                                 
33 Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From 
the 1960s to the 1990s (New York: Routledge, 1994).  
34 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and 
Violence against Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43:6 (1991): 1241-1299. 
For more on intersectional theory, see: Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: 
Knowledge Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 
2000); Bonnie Thornton Dill & Ruth Enid Zambrana, eds., Emerging Intersections: 
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In my historical application of intersectionality, I am attentive to the ways that 

social identities—like those of poor black women and poor black men—are 

articulated and generalized within popular discursive constructions and how those 

constructions manifest in institutional contexts. This formation allows us to see how 

hierarchies of power are produced, institutionalized at the structural level, and 

reproduced over time. 

Toward a Cultural History of Property  

 Property, a concept that generally refers to the possession of a thing by a 

person, can generally be studied through reference to its economic character and 

social impact within certain locales. This study is no different, though it is slightly 

broader in its analysis. In drawing on urban historical methods, particularly ones that 

understand cities to be spaces structured in and through raced, gendered, and 

sexualized antagonisms, my approach to property moves beyond the purely economic 

and the purely social to arrive at a more holistic understanding of property that 

accounts for the cultural dimensions of its development and regulation. Specifically, 

in drawing on African American Studies, I locate and unpack how cultural theories of 

black life materialized in racial capitalist investments in guiding urban development. 

Such cultural theories, in their production of social identities that varied along race, 

class, and gender axes, must be contextualized through historic understandings of 

comparative group dynamics. What results from such an approach is what I call a 

                                                 
Race, Class, and Gender in Theory, Policy and Practice (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
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“cultural history of property.” Though “cultural histories” are generally used to refer 

to studies that historicize popular and expressive culture, at their core, they are used 

to analyze the effects and consequences of negotiated popular meanings over time 

and space. Such an analysis is crucial, I argue and demonstrate below, if we are to 

understand the deeply embedded role that cultural theories and meanings had—and 

continue to have—on patterns of urban dispossession, anti-black racial projects, and 

the containment and criminalization of black people in the United States.  

 

Research & Methodology  

In their introduction to Black Geographies and the Politics of Place, 

Katherine McKittrick and Clyde Woods argue that socio-spatial events—like 

Hurricane Katrina or the Baltimore Uprising—bring into clear focus the legacies and 

transmutations of space with reference to the lived experiences of the people 

occupying those spaces historically. They argue that these events “provide a way in 

which we can start thinking about how the lives of subaltern subjects are shaped by, 

and are shaping, the imaginative, three-dimensional, social, and political contours of 

human geographies.”35 In examining the development of racialized poverty in 

Baltimore City from multiple sites of mean-making and political force, this 

dissertation, through a radically-contextual reading practice that connects social 

dramas that have hitherto been unconnected, endeavors to understand how histories of 

                                                 
35 Katherine McKittrick and Clyde Woods, eds., Black Geographies and the Politics 
of Place (Cambridge: South End Press, 2007).  



 

 

31 
 

criminalization, capital development, and everyday lived experience produced and 

were productive of the establishment of municipal power.  

To present this argument, the dissertation relies on a mixed-methodological 

framework informed by several theoretical approaches to understand the myriad ways 

that texts can and should be interpreted based on one’s research questions. While my 

main approach is historical in nature, my reading practice draws from critical race 

theory, literary studies, and intersectional theory to capture how the intentions of 

producers, as well as broader social conditions, influenced and were influenced by 

racial and gendered assumptions about black Baltimoreans. Additionally, since most 

archival information during the period in which my dissertation focuses was produced 

by white men and women or black bourgeois commenters, poor black voices are often 

heavily curated or otherwise eliminated. As such, an interdisciplinary framework 

becomes necessary to read these sources “against the grain”—a reading practice that 

draws attention to the presumptions and contradictions that characterize a set of texts.  

That said, my archive consists of diverse sources that reflect my investments 

in understanding the nature of power at the intersections of social theory, popular 

representation, municipal policy, and urban development. This approach draws on 

black feminist theories of power and oppression, particularly intersectional thought. 

In their book chapter, “Critical Thinking about Inequality,” Bonnie Thornton Dill and 

Ruth Enid Zambrana, drawing on Patricia Hill Collins, outline how power, by nature, 

is both “a force that some groups used to oppress others and ‘an intangible entity that 
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operates throughout a society and is organized in particular domains.’”36 These 

domains operate at different levels and include: social structures that inhibit groups 

from equally accessing governmental and institutional support, disciplinary structures 

that prop up bureaucratic hierarchies, hegemonic representations that justify unequal 

social treatment, and interpersonal interactions that create imbalances in individual 

and group encounters and outcomes.   

In approaching the archive with the purpose of disentangling power structures 

that have and continue to bear out in the present, I am guided by the work of radical 

historians and scholars of ethnicity who, in encountering the archive, understand its 

very quality to be incomplete, fluid, and, in many ways, incapable of giving us all of 

the answers that we want. For instance, in her work on Cuban diasporic histories of 

race and sexuality, Nancy Raquel Mirabal argues that, in interpreting the tensions 

between racial categories and the archive, “there needs to be recognition that racial 

categories are by their very nature imprecise and incapable, yet critical to 

understanding historical actions, ideas, and thoughts,” and that, “There are no 

satisfactory solutions, simply acknowledgement that racial categories and hierarchies 

not only existed, but had meaning, and grave consequences.”37 To that end, my 

methodological approach in interpreting archival production is guided by an 

investment in understanding how racialized and gendered understandings of 

                                                 
36 Bonnie Thornton Dill & Ruth Enid Zambrana, “Critical Thinking about Inequality” 
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blackness and whiteness were articulated in multiple sites of discursive and political 

construction. I do so to explore and narrate the regularities, inconsistencies, and 

contradictions that structured and codified unequal social relations in Baltimore to 

grave and enduring ends.   

In assessing hegemonic characterizations of black life within the context of 

the growing American metropole, this study relies on social scientific publications, 

particularly edited collections and studies organized around the so-called “Negro 

Problem,” to understand how, from a macro-level, the country’s leading scholars of 

race and producers of racial knowledge understood questions of black and poor 

populations and their political, civic, and moral position within the American city. To 

understand how these ideas filtered down to bureaucratic agents and propped up 

disciplinary structures of oppression, I rely heavily on publications from either city 

agencies, including the Health Department’s Baltimore Health News, or from 

contractors tasked with illuminating issues surrounding black neighborhood 

conditions through the production of reports on housing, code enforcement, and 

public safety.  

To further capture how hegemonic ideas of black depravity and resistance 

were transmitted popularly and among the city’s residents, I rely on close analyses of 

newsprint. Taking a cue from Benedict Anderson’s landmark Imagined Communities, 

I understand the attitudes surrounding political groupings to be based, not on 

“objective” or “essential” aspects of a grouping’s character, but on the images and 

ideas circulated within cultural artifacts and that were distributed among a mass 
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audience.38 These cultural artifacts do not necessarily need to be “truthful,” to the 

degree to which that metric is even a useful one; rather, the fact that certain narratives 

traveled among the residents of the city more than others is what is important. The 

truth is of little consequence when popular ideas, corroborated by “expert” 

knowledge, are consistently reproduced in mass media.  

The two major newspapers present throughout the study are the Baltimore Sun 

and the Baltimore Afro-American. These were not the only papers present in the city; 

however, much of the coverage from less-widely circulated papers like the Daily 

Record and the Baltimore Evening Sun corroborates the mainstream narratives within 

the pages of the daily Sun whose popularity was unmatched. During the period in 

which this study focuses, the Sun was Baltimore’s main source of information. In 

multiple cases, including the institution of public health and safety campaigns, the 

Sun served as an exacerbating force to which many politicians felt accountable. The 

Afro was a smaller, yet still profoundly influential, newspaper founded and operated 

by black Baltimoreans. Within its pages, black Baltimoreans could find resistive 

opinions to citywide decisions in which black people often did not have a significant 

political say. They could also read about the latest trends in black literature, music, 

and other realms of black popular culture. Perhaps most importantly, the Afro served 

as a hub for the coordination of grassroots campaigns aimed at attacking issues that 

were, in part, the results of citywide negligence or obstruction. For instance, in the 

1930s and 1940s, the Afro launched and coordinated neighborhood beautification 

efforts and voter registration drives within its pages. Despite the Afro’s laudable 
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political achievements, the paper’s bourgeois investments often condemned poor 

black culture in ways that mirrored the city’s white papers. All told, Baltimore’s 

newspapers both constructed and contested narratives, as well as spurred political 

activity.  

At the structural level, this study relies on the legal archive to both narrate the 

development of municipal policy and contextualize this development within broader 

national and local debates surrounding questions of black culture. In approaching this 

archive, I am guided by critical race theory’s investments in reading against the grain. 

Particularly informative in this regard is Chandan Reddy’s critique of state violence 

through analyses of social practices organized around the law in its archival (rather 

than purely literal) mode. Reddy encourages critical race theorists to construct and 

interrogate “contradictory genealogies of juridical equality and state-based and state-

enforced freedoms. The genealogies narrate state-based freedoms as conserving, even 

as they produce anew, the racial and gendered inequalities for which these freedoms 

have historically been an alibi.”39 In other words, when engaging seemingly benign 

and liberal policies, such as municipal zoning or other property controls, what can 

deeper histories of race- and gender-based ideas surrounding questions of property, 

geography, and freedom reveal about federal, state, and municipal intentions? 

Furthermore, how does assessing these dynamics in the first-place force us to 

reimagine the foundations of the legal archive as a site in which cultural difference is 

constructed? Indeed, when situating the law as a historically-fraught and amendable 
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set of debates, it ceases to be a series of precedents and instead becomes “the record 

of the confrontation of social groups.”40 Social antagonisms animate the laws, 

policies, and initiatives passed by democratic institutions, and critical race theory 

encourages scholars to probe these antagonisms, both in the articulation of laws and 

in what these laws reveal and mask regarding race- and gender-based oppressions.   

The legal archive present throughout this study accounts for federal, state, and 

local laws passed regarding property, municipal power, and policing. Federal acts and 

proceedings were accessed online through Internet Archive, a non-profit repository 

for documents of historical importance. At the state-level, I used the Maryland State 

Archives’ digital repository to examine the pertinent acts and proceedings of the 

Maryland General Assembly, the state’s governing body. At the local-level, the 

Baltimore City Archives similarly maintains a digitized record of the ordinances and 

proceedings of the City Council. In instances where I analyze precedent-setting cases 

from either the Supreme Court or the Maryland Court of Appeals, 41 these documents 

were accessed using Casetext, an online legal library. Finally, to pull deeds of sale, 

leasehold agreements, and other land transfer documents, I used the Maryland State 

Archives’ MDLANDREC system which catalogues all verified land record 

instruments in the state of Maryland. Brick-and-mortar archives were surprisingly 

less necessary than anticipated, though I did use the Special Collections housed in 

Hornbake Library’s Maryland Room on several occasions to examine un-digitized 
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pamphlets, unpublished theses and dissertations, and internal organizational 

documents, particularly in the fifth chapter of the dissertation.  

Chapter Breakdown  

The chapters of this dissertation contain investigations of social dramas that 

exhibited culturally-specific interpretations of black culture, political manifestations 

of white supremacy, and institutional activities guided by—or reproductive of— 

racial antagonisms in the realm of property.  

The first chapter, “Race, Property, and Culture in National Context,” provides 

an overview of the national debates, developments, and reorganizations that prevailed 

in the cities of the United States during this study’s period-specific focus. Though this 

study is primarily a local one that focuses on the ways that property development was 

intricately tied to the articulation and management of social identities in Baltimore 

City, the dynamics of racial subordination that molded the city’s urban geographic 

and political landscape were informed by—and informed—systemic undercurrents on 

a larger, national scale. Engaging histories, theories, and other secondary accounts 

that emerged from or reflected on this period, this chapter situates Baltimore’s urban 

developmental growth within a U.S. context to demonstrate how racial formations, 

cultural differences, and property protections were broadly systemic and operated 

according to similar logics around the nation.   

The second chapter, “Ground Rents: Whiteness and Capital in Baltimore 

City,” takes as its central object of analysis Baltimore’s peculiar financial tool: the 

ground rent. Ground rents, simply put, are financial devices that legally separate 

property ownership along two interests: the interest of the property owner and the 
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interest of the land owner. While most U.S. cities never instituted or otherwise 

abandoned such tools, Baltimore City was distinct in its retention of ground rents into 

the early-2000s. Through a genealogical exploration of the ground rent’s 

establishment, development, and rearticulations over the course of its existence, this 

chapter explores how land was expropriated and organized in Baltimore through the 

settler colonialist and white supremacist investments in property as a form of political 

control and legal right. In tracing the history of protections afforded to ground rent 

holders, this chapter also documents the strategies, tactics, and legal ambiguities that 

continually reinforced white privilege regarding property over time and space.  

As whiteness, in the ground rent, was articulated as a legal right to 

permanence; blackness, during Jim Crow, was articulated as unstable and in need of 

policing, surveillance, and containment. This articulation of blackness was 

accomplished, in part, through invasive vice campaigns—the subject of the third 

chapter, “A Black Plague: Constructing and Regulating the ‘Negro Menace’ in Jim 

Crow Baltimore.” This chapter explores how the securement of white neighborhoods 

and property was accompanied by and bound up in the criminalization of black 

neighborhoods through a close engagement with drug enforcement activities and 

municipal policing at the turn of the century. As a strategy of containment, the 

process of criminalizing Baltimore’s black neighborhoods was accomplished through 

the twin processes of articulation and management. By this I mean, the articulation 

of the Negro Menace as a social problem was conducted through outlets of 

specialized and popular discourse, including Progressive publications, academic texts, 
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and newsprint, which then justified the management of the problem that these texts 

discursively constructed.  

Notably, drug enforcement in Baltimore led to concrete legislation and policy 

that served to regulate the problem that the development of these understandings, in 

part, created. To highlight this dynamic, this chapter analyzes the passage of Swann’s 

Cocaine Ordinance, the first law in the city’s history to criminalize the possession of 

cocaine. By situating the ordinance within Rossberg v. State, a court case that argued 

its legality, this section demonstrates how the crusade against cocaine expanded the 

power of Baltimore as a municipality and emboldened segregationists to use the 

newly-expanded “police power” of the city, legitimized by Rossberg, as justification 

in their fight to pass residential segregation laws. All told, this chapter argues that the 

criminalization of black communities in Baltimore City, specifically the “war on 

baneful drugs,”42 was the necessary precondition for the securement of white 

property.  

 The fourth chapter, “The Police Power: Race and Property Controls,” focuses 

on the expansion of police power and the persistence of anti-black discourses in the 

realm of property regulation. Specifically, this chapter examines a period roughly 

occurring between 1910 and the mid-1930s that saw the rise of three forms of 

property regulation in the city: racial zoning, municipal zoning, and federal 

redevelopment. By analyzing the shifting discourses, tactics, and intentions that 

characterized the justifications and implementations of these controls, I chart how the 

Negro Menace discourse, one that specifically designated blackness as a site of 
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compulsory regulation, was augmented by a discourse that superficially and 

strategically decentered the salience of blackness in the expansion of the police power 

and centralized property—particularly property value—as a site of compulsory 

regulation. This latter discourse, which, borrowing from David M.P. Freund, I call the 

“nuisance doctrine,”43 sutured black life to property in ways that, through the 

invocation of inalienable property rights, allowed whites to arrest the development of 

black communities in the city.  

 The fifth and last chapter, “2,100 Blocks: The Baltimore Plan of Housing Law 

Enforcement,” examines the conceptual basis, development, and implementation of a 

public health and code enforcement campaign during the 1940s and 1950s to 

investigate how persistent moral discourses on black culture and domesticity were 

activated to institute sweeping geographic surveillance strategies aimed at protecting 

property values and “perfecting” black people. Additionally, in dramatizing the 

bureaucratic stalemates and debates that characterized the Plan’s conceptualization, 

implementation, and dissolution, this chapter presents a local investigation of the 

competing liberal ideologies that shaped public policy in American metropoles 

following World War II. This liberalism, which both exalted the capacities of 

individual achievement while embracing a paternalistic attitude toward the 

empowerment of the country’s poor black populations through structured 

redevelopment, caused activist reformers and city bureaucrats to butt heads over the 

degree to which public interventions should abet the alleviation of inequitable 
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conditions in the nation’s low-income areas. Notably, class-based representations of 

black domestic life articulated poor blacks as sexually improvident and morally 

reckless in ways that, in even the most well-intentioned reform circles, cast poor 

black people as irrecuperable.  

 Together, these chapters sketch a portrait of Baltimore City that highlights the 

ways that blackness was characterized through moral discourses of deviance that 

justified municipal growth for the sake of private property.  
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Chapter 1: Race, Property, and Culture in National Context   

Introduction 

 During this study’s period-specific focus, urban centers in the United States 

underwent massive changes in the realms of property development, racial 

demography, and moral reform. To contextualize the ways that social identities were 

articulated, negotiated, and subjugated in and through discourses of moral life, panics 

over property value, and Jim Crow investments in regulating black people’s social 

and political power, this chapter provides a broad overview of the national context in 

which this study’s local investigations occurred. The section is organized in two 

sections.  

The first section, “Cultural Theories of Black Life and Urbanism,” relies on 

labor history, critical race studies, black studies, and histories of urbanization to 

examine how, in the post-Reconstruction moment wherein American municipalities 

rapidly urbanized and wherein the arrival of European immigrants and Afro-

Southerners altered racial and geographic landscapes, racial categories were 

rearticulated through comparative assessments of group dynamics. During the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth century, racial identities within American metropoles 

were rearticulated in labor circles, urban moral reform, and civil rights battles. Over 

time, these entrenched sites of social contestation resulted in the absorption of 

southern and eastern European migrants into the privileged embrace of whiteness 

through an antagonistic discursive relationship to evolving articulations of blackness 
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which characterized black life through cultural assessments of sexuality, criminality, 

and morality.  

 The second section, “Property and Urban Development at the Century’s 

Turn,” relies on suburban history, historical geography, histories of capitalism, and 

critical legal studies to examine how urban metropoles developed through 

antagonistic racial capitalist relations. As cities grew to account for increased 

populations and accelerated property development, segregationist sentiments, stoked 

by comparative assessments of new arrivals and legacy black residents, were 

articulated through legal techniques that “protected” white property in ways that both 

expanded the boundaries of white racial identity and classified blackness as an 

“incompatible” land use detrimental to property value. The subjectification of 

blackness in law as controllable and excludable property was and continues to be 

sutured to assessments of black culture that masquerade as a desire to maximize the 

value of landed property through thinly-veiled racist presumptions about the negative 

capital effects of “crime,” “public disorder,” “renters,” and other socio-historically 

racialized signifiers that interpellated poor black urban dwellers and served as the 

justification for the exclusion and geographic containment of black people writ large.  

 Together, these two sections sketch how discursive constructions of black 

deviance were not just symbolic and simultaneous phenomena that floated in popular 

urban imaginaries, but integral and productive formations that were seized by 

officials at multiple scales of political power and manifested in tangible municipal 

policy regarding property. Indeed, one of the key arguments that is threaded 

throughout the pages of this dissertation is that the American urban municipality was 
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developed in and through the regulation and containment of black life, represented 

publicly and instituted legally, with respect to property. This argument is inspired by 

studies of black geography that seek to demonstrate how blackness is socially 

produced within—and productive of—space over time. Following Katherine 

McKittrick and Clyde Woods, this dissertation understands black life not as 

“transhistorical, essentially corporeal, or allegorical or symbolic,” but as historically-

contingent, socially reproductive, and co-constituted in and through relationships 

among diverse institutional assemblages.44 The local investigations that serve as 

analytical bases in the following pages sketch a broad historical picture of 

racialization, convergences and disjunctures in racial and gendered thought, and 

political force within Baltimore’s black communities.  

 This chapter sketches the contours of these dynamics by contextualizing the 

ways that scholars have traced blackness’ construction through cultural theories of 

social dysfunction and property as a legal and material site wherein the articulation of 

racial difference and subordination functioned to arrest black mobility in geographic 

space. Moreover, in engaging these theories and histories, this chapter presents a 

broad historical portrait of racial dynamics and urban development over the course of 

this dissertation’s period-specific focus to contextualize the wide national debates and 

developments with respect to urban policy that animate the ensuing chapters of the 

dissertation, beginning in the Gilded Age and ending in the immediate post-World 

War II moment.  
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Cultural Theories of Black Life and Urbanism 

Historians of the U.S. often refer to the late-nineteenth century as the Gilded 

Age. The term itself is a critique—rather than a celebration—of the period coined by 

Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner. Borrowing from Shakespeare’s insight in 

King John that, “To gild refined gold…Is wasteful and ridiculous excess,” the authors 

interpreted the post-Civil War moment as one in which the U.S. displayed glutinous 

largesse accompanied by intense ethical and political corruption.45 The period was 

marked by massive industrial and urban growth and an explosion of new arrivals in 

city centers hailing from southern and eastern Europe and the American South. As 

migrants arrived in droves, once-rural areas began to urbanize while established urban 

centers expanded immensely by swallowing up land in surrounding areas. Gilded Age 

population growth was so intense that historian Paul Boyer captured its scope in the 

following statistic: “The 1900 population of New York City alone—3.4 million—was 

almost precisely the same as the total urban population of 1850!”46 In Baltimore City, 

during this period, the population increased threefold. The city itself became an 

independent municipality in 1851 and annexed a significant amount of land in 1888 

to expand industry, accommodate the oncoming waves of European migration, and 

develop new neighborhoods.  

 Nationally, as European immigrants and blacks crowded downtown centers 

and soon-to-be tenement districts, well-to-do whites began moving into newly-
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forming suburban areas. Historian Chad Heap identifies this post-Civil War 

topographical shift as the point at which the “hierarchical arrangement of urban 

culture and space” that marked the twentieth century took root in American cities. 

That is, geographic space became increasingly separated along race- and class-based 

lines.47 Along with this separation came race- and class-based antagonisms rooted in 

nativism, white supremacy, and anti-communism as suburban communities developed 

identities in opposition to the perceived immorality, aimlessness, and perversity of 

new urban dwellers. 48 In the Gilded Age, class-based hostilities often manifested in 

labor disputes. For instance, because of an economic downturn in the 1870s, 

unionization, and exceedingly harsh labor environments, laborers around the nation 

rallied around the institution of the eight-hour workday, the abolition of convict labor, 

the regulation of public works contracts, and other highly-contentious labor issues. 

These issues came to a head in 1886 when a demonstration in Chicago’s Haymarket 

Square ended in violent unrest after a bomb was reportedly thrown at police. This and 

other so-called “disorders” confirmed the depravity of the poor migrant masses in the 

minds of upper-class whites.  

 For black urban dwellers, who were often excluded from or diminished in 

union activity, the Gilded Age was marked by a series of what Michael Omi and 

Howard Winant call “racial projects,” or “an interpretation, representation, or 

explanation of racial dynamics, and an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources 
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along particular racial lines.”49 This dual process—of, on the one hand, interpreting 

racial characteristics, and, on the other, orienting social institutions to account for 

these interpretations—manifested in a number of transformations that seriously 

hindered black Americans from experiencing genuine social, civic, and economic 

equality. For instance, reacting to Radical Reconstruction, which sought to guarantee 

black people rights in the realms of political participation and access to public 

accommodations, a strain of racist ideology billed as the “New South” emerged in 

public discourse and white racist circles. This ideology revised traditionally-racist 

understandings of black people as physically resilient individuals capable of toiling in 

Southern plantations and replaced them with Social Darwinist presumptions. The 

New South thread of American racism contended that, without the guiding embrace 

of the slave master, black people would prove to be “too weak to survive in freedom, 

beings that desperately needed to learn to be strong without their masters and 

government assistance.”50 Compounding these cultural assessments of black 

incapability, the New South ideology created capital affinities among Northern 

capitalists and Southern leaders who sought to subordinate black economic growth 

under “a program of interregional ethnic unity” that would strengthen “national unity, 

international expansion, and stable capital accumulation.”51 

When, in 1883, the Supreme Court deemed the Civil Rights Act of 1875 

unconstitutional, proponents of the New South ideology applauded the decision in its 
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refusal to treat black Americans as “a special favorite of the laws.”52 The dismantling 

of civil rights measures and the death of Reconstruction represented a “racial project” 

par excellence in which assumptions about black capability—or lack thereof—

manifested in the removal of policies that were characterized as “favoritism” for a 

group that supposedly needed tough love to survive in the New America. This 

formation would guarantee the racial status quo and inhibit black people from 

achieving upward social mobility. It would also provide a method by which capital 

projects could thrive in burgeoning Southern industries without the potential 

hindrances represented by expanded civil and political protections for Afro-

Southerners.   

 Because of Reconstruction’s failure, white racist violence, and exploitative 

sharecropping arrangements, Afro-Southerners moved to the urban North en masse 

during the early-twentieth century. This movement, what historians call the Great 

Migration, while providing black Americans with new opportunities in burgeoning 

cities, did not free them from the paternalistic ideologies espoused by the New South. 

During the Gilded Age and into the Progressive Era, northern missionaries, both 

religious and secular, applied similar understandings of rugged self-determination and 

uplift to newly-arrived European immigrants and black Americans who they viewed 

as morally corrupted and overly self-indulgent.  

One militantly religious organization that managed to make some headway in 

American cities during the Gilded Age applied Protestant principals in rehabilitative 

practices. Founded in England in 1865, the Salvation Army—the so-called “Church 
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of the Poor”—moved to the United States in the 1880s. The organization attracted 

poor urbanites by promising food, shelter, or diversion to then place them in positions 

of temporary employment and oversee their moral rehabilitation. From there, some 

urbanites would be sent to rural colonies in Ohio, Colorado, or California to limit 

their exposure to the seductive temptations of city life. Salvageable cases would be 

sent back to their cities of origin while “moral idiots” would be held in colonies to 

prevent them from corrupting their peers.53  

 More significantly, the Gilded Age saw the rise of the largely-secular Charity 

Organization Movement (COM). This movement was founded on principles of moral 

uplift that located the roots of poverty within the morally-reprehensible behaviors of 

the impoverished. To eradicate poverty, they believed, these deficiencies had to be 

corrected to conform to the gentile family standards exhibited by upper-class whites. 

Myriad organizations emerged during this period with similar aims. These 

organizations collaborated to develop strategies for improving slum conditions and 

met formally once-a-year at the National Conference of Charites and Corrections. 

During the Gilded Age, the COM pioneered several reform tactics that would carry 

over to the Progressive Era. For instance, in developing and sharing knowledge, 

various charity organization societies developed publications, including Lend-a-

Hand, Charities Review, and Charities Record. The formal publication of knowledge 

on slum conditions lent credence to the assumptions that undergirded the COM’s 

mission and exhibited the increasing professionalization of empirical and social 

scientific methods on the study of poverty—what I call “racial knowledge.” Indeed, 
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many of the leading members of the movement, including Mary Richmond, Jane 

Addams, and others, were understood as “experts” in the field of urban reform. In 

addition to publications, the COM boasted an enormous database of information on 

poor families and individuals. This database consisted of surveys completed by 

charity organization members who went on weekly “friendly visits” to thousands of 

poor homes around the country. These visits accomplished two goals. First, agents on 

friendly visits were able to locate, assess, and record the attributes of families with 

what charity agents perceived as deficient moral characteristics. With time, they 

could monitor these individuals’ moral progress (or stagnation). Second, because the 

agents themselves were upper-class whites, they were positioned as role models 

whose continual exposure to their subjects would hopefully inspire a better moral 

composition.54 

 As the nineteenth century ended, preoccupations with moral health and city 

life evolved into two complimentary strains of thought: the environmental and the 

coercive.55 The first strain, embodied in the continuing activities of the COM and the 

emergent Progressive movement, increasingly probed the environmental effects of 

city life on impoverished peoples. However, even as reformers began to consider the 

effects of municipal negligence, rundown housing environments, and hostile working 

conditions, ideologies of moralism and uplift continued to color the ways reformers 

understood the racial and gendered dimensions of poverty. The coercive approach to 

poverty relied on increased municipal police enforcement to regulate and stamp out 
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areas and practices that upper- and middle-class whites viewed as morally repugnant. 

For instance, in his history of “slumming,” a practice that saw middle- and upper-

class whites visit tearooms, saloons, and other “dens of sin” in ethnic white and black 

urban neighborhoods, Chad Heap notes how reformers and police relied on liquor 

licensing, laws regulating sexual encounters, and other anti-vice policies to stamp out 

morally-reprehensible behaviors in urban centers. 56 

 While these practices regulated poor people’s private lives, they also 

constituted an immense racial project that, over time, grafted whiteness onto foreign-

born immigrants and their offspring through a negative discursive association with 

their black counterparts. In his study of this relative racial formation, Khalil Gibran 

Muhammad charts how, during the early-twentieth century, the dual activities of 

moral reform and policing resulted in the discursive “condemnation of blackness” 

that both solidified ethnic whites’ claims to citizenship and created associations 

between blackness and crime that justified the intensive reformatory experimentation 

and policing that continued to plague black communities well into the twentieth 

century. This process was largely abetted by nascent forms of social scientific and 

empirical inquiry—pioneered by the COM—into urban centers wherein foreign-born 

whites and blacks toiled in poverty together. According to Muhammad, during this 

period, “Social scientists were innovating environmental theories of crime and 

delinquency while using crime statistics to demonstrate the assimilability of the Irish, 

the Italian, and the Jew by explicit contrast to the Negro.”57 The effects of these 
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inquiries were threefold. First, foreign-born whites became understood as a 

redeemable urban population whose assimilation into the American polity was much 

more realistic than the assimilation of black people. Second, in their assessment of 

why this dynamic existed, theories of black culture, rather than black biology, 

increasingly painted black urban dwellers as culturally-predisposed to shiftless and 

idle behavior. Third, racialized interpretations of the relative salvageability of these 

populations resulted in increased opportunities for foreign-born whites, on the one 

hand, and increased policing and surveillance for blacks, on the other.  

 These comparative racial dynamics, which were both debated and codified in 

reform-led social scientific treatments of urban poverty, manifested in institutional 

settings, particularly in the realms of labor, civic participation, and vice campaigns. 

Regarding labor, immigration historians have charted how assumptions about relative 

competence, as well as investments in native whiteness, striated early-twentieth 

century labor participation and union activity along racialized lines. James R. Barrett 

and David Roediger have, in their analysis of labor practices during this period, 

shown how pseudo-scientific judgements concerning groups’ presumed abilities to 

work certain jobs created divisions in the workplace around racialized interpretations 

of genetic “fit.” For instance, social scientists like Edward Alsworth Ross, an early 

figure in the developing field of criminology, often came to bizarre conclusions about 

genetic “fits,” such as the idea that Slavs were “immune to certain kinds of dirt…that 

would kill a white man.”58 These presumptions manifested in the segregation of 
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workplaces wherein dangerous jobs were often said to “fit” non-white groups. By 

way of example, working the blast furnace was viewed as more suited for Mexican 

laborers in some areas, and Slavic laborers in others. These comparative racial 

interpretations both represented the practical institutionalization of racist thought 

while maintaining racial divisions—and fomenting racial antagonisms—among 

working-class laborers. Additionally, unions often employed strategies to exclude 

non-whites from formal membership. Literacy tests were routinely employed to weed 

out foreign-born whites, while formal exclusions were employed to prohibit Chinese 

and black membership. Concerning the latter, in 1905, Samuel Gompers, founder of 

the American Federation of Labor (AFL), proclaimed, “Caucasians are not going to 

let their standard of living be destroyed by negroes, Chinamen, Japs, or any others.”59 

 While foreign-born whites faced struggles in the workplace, over time, 

through a comparative assessment with black and Chinese laborers, they became 

more accepted within the American polity for their proximity to whiteness and their 

support for Democratic politics.60 This dynamic is perhaps best illustrated in the 

early-twentieth century battles over voting rights wherein municipal governments 

attempted to disenfranchise black voters while assuring that foreign-born whites were 

not affected by such measures. In Maryland, between 1904 and 1911, the state 

government attempted to pass three disenfranchisement measures. The first measure, 
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backed by Democratic boss Arthur Pue Gorman and drafted by law professor John 

Prentiss Poe, established a “grandfather clause” that would allow anyone to vote who 

was enfranchised or descended from someone who was enfranchised before January 

1, 1869. The so-called “Poe Amendment” was met with strong opposition from 

foreign-born and immigrant groups who feared that the grandfather clause would 

disenfranchise recently-arrived immigrant voters. Additionally, an “understanding 

clause,” which required voters to demonstrate familiarity with the Maryland state 

constitution, might pose a threat to immigrant voters who could not speak English or 

who were unfamiliar with civics. As a result, the German-American Independent 

Citizens Union and the Maryland League of Foreign-Born Voters denounced the 

amendment, which failed to pass.  

 A second attempt to disenfranchise black voters was made in 1908. The 

Strauss Amendment, named after its author, Isaac Lobe Strauss, contained provisions 

to buttress against the potential disenfranchisement of foreign-born voters. The 

amendment contained four conditions and required that potential voters meet at least 

one. First, there was a grandfather clause identical to the one contained in the Poe 

Amendment. Second, a similar “understanding clause” was included that required 

potential voters to identify major U.S. figureheads, like the current president or a 

Supreme Court justice. Third, a stipulation permitting all immigrants and their male 

descendants naturalized between 1869 and the date of the amendment’s ratification 

was included. Finally, an individual was granted the vote if he owned or paid taxes on 

property valued at $500 or more. This amendment was passed in the General 

Assembly but failed on the ballot.  



 

 

55 
 

 The third and final attempt to disenfranchise black voters was proposed by 

William Mitchell Digges in 1910. While this effort was much more quickly trounced 

than the previous two, it transparently laid out Democratic legislators’ investments in 

disenfranchising black voters while providing foreign-born voters with ample 

protection against voting ineligibility. Rather than propose a constitutional 

amendment, the plan was proposed in a series of bills that would once-and-for-all 

answer the question, simply posed by the Democratic Caucus, “Shall or shall not the 

negro be entitled to vote?”61 On March 25, the Democratic Caucus formally adopted 

the Digges Plan, which comprised two bills. The first bill forbade black Marylanders 

from voting in state and municipal elections. The second bill repealed the Maryland 

voter registry and disallowed black Marylanders from registering in the new one. The 

plan reasoned that, since Maryland did not adopt the Fifteenth Amendment, its state 

and municipal governments were not beholden to its anti-discrimination provisions. 

Anticipating the backlash from foreign-born voters, the Digges Plan simplified the 

definitional nuance of the previous plans by categorizing two voter blocs: white 

voters and black voters. In a front-page dispatch to the Sun, the Democratic Caucus 

reassured foreign-born voters: “Everybody will see that the plan is simply one for the 

disenfranchisement of the negro, for under its provisions every white man who is 

qualified to vote under the present laws will be able to vote on it.” The Caucus 

punctuated this reassurance, stating, “The Democratic members of the Legislature 

from [southern counties] are the warmest supporters of the new plan, and they 
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declared tonight that they would be glad to support a bill making it as easy and as 

simple as possible for the white men to vote.”62 In the debates and dramas that 

animated voter disenfranchisement, the racial project of whiteness in Baltimore is 

clearly identifiable. In expanding the legal categorization of whiteness to include the 

foreign-born, black participation in the civic process was demonized based on Jim 

Crow-era investments in delimiting the power and potential of black people.  

 In addition to labor politics and questions around voter rights, anti-vice 

campaigns during the early-twentieth century represented coercive impositions on 

private and public life guided by widespread investments in moral reform. Regarding 

black urbanites, these measures, as demonstrated in Khalil Gibran Muhammad’s 

work, were informed by a desire to control recently-arrived Afro-Southerners, 

particularly in the wartime economy. Additionally, these coercive measures were 

supported, in various degrees, by both white and black bourgeois commenters and 

political figures.63  

As hyper-visible anti-vice measures targeted saloons, clubs, pharmacies, and 

other local establishments, blackness became affixed to city space through graphic 

depictions of slums in popular media, Progressive reports, and through upper- and 

middle-class excursions to the slums for either pleasurable or academic pursuits.64 In 

Baltimore, as in other cities, black men and women were disproportionately reported 

in muckraking exposés for engaging in depraved behaviors, including alcoholism, 
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drug-use, prostitution, burglary, vagrancy, loitering, and other idle pastimes. For 

white—and some black—onlookers, these activities needed to be upended both by 

coercive regulations of black and poor communities and by increased property 

protections. Such regulations would allow cities to consolidate the “natural” cultural 

divisions among blacks, who seemed content to loiter and cavort in their rundown 

neighborhoods, and whites, who wished to maximize their property values and 

qualities of life through the expulsion of such “depreciating influences.” 

Property and Urban Development at the Century’s Turn 

The paranoia and outright racist hatred exhibited in cultural assessments of 

blackness manifested in coercive and far-reaching regulations of public and private 

property well into the twentieth century. As cities experienced population growth, 

increased density in commercial centers, and rapid real estate development, municipal 

governments adapted and grew to account for these jarring and ever-accelerating 

changes. During this time, the processes of moral assessment and property 

management were far from exclusive; rather, they were constitutive of an overarching 

investment in urban planning that, at the turn of the century, was viewed as a method 

by which moral order and harmonious racial conditions could be instituted 

structurally. A significant example of this belief was the “City Beautiful” planning 

movement, which saw planners in the late-nineteenth century develop grandiose 

urban design projects. This movement was perhaps best emblematized in 1893’s 

World’s Fair in Chicago. An idealized city built on Chicago’s lakefront, the ironically 

named “White City” represented, for some, how urban planning could prove that the 
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“moral destiny of a city could be influenced by its physical character!”65 While the 

White City was praised for its cleanliness and orderliness, it simultaneously 

highlighted for onlookers how seemingly chaotic existing metropolitan centers were 

around the country.  

 This orderliness was something that, even before the World’s Fair, city 

governments had already been attempting to institute through the criminalization of 

public space. For instance, in her historical analysis of the “ugly laws,” measures 

undertaken during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century to repress the 

visibility of so-called “unsightly beggars” on city streets, Susan Schweik charts how 

municipal governments seized on City Beautiful aspirations to weaponize seemingly 

mundane property regulations, like “sidewalk improvement,” against people with 

disabilities. Notably, these laws were informed by an individualist ideology that 

criminalized the presence of the impoverished in public spaces without “relating them 

to broader social inequalities.” 66 As planners worked out how to deal with these 

“problems”—the presence of beggars on their precious streets—their actions dictated 

that, “They would have to be managed as much as architecture, street layout, or 

drainage.”67 

 In Baltimore, similar sentiments were couched in debates surrounding the 

imposition of “vagrancy laws” to regulate black people—and black children in 

particular—in public spaces. In one editorialist’s estimation, the imposition of such 
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laws would guarantee a more holistic method of combatting the so-called “Negro 

Menace.” For him,   

We have in Baltimore a large class of ignorant, irresponsible, idle and 

self-assertive young negroes, inoculated with a little civilization that 

hardly veneers their barbarism. The “Jim-Crow” and suffrage laws 

should have been supplemented with a good vagrancy law, so that the 

vicious, work-hating negroes who infest the dives and poolrooms in 

the northwestern section might be made to work in chain gangs and 

thus save our white women from humiliation and insults on the streets 

and cars and the respectable colored people from a serious drawback 

to their progress.68 

In this passage, the author presents multiple interpretations of impoverished blacks 

that animated then-contemporary assessments of black fitness for city life and 

justified sweeping segregationist measures in all facets of social life. First, in his 

charges of black “idleness,” the author interprets indulgent activity as a pastime 

undertaken by working-class black people instead of labor. The idea that black men 

and women would divert themselves in poolrooms and dives to receive some respite 

from the stresses of work was rarely if ever brought up in racist imaginaries of black 

idleness. Neither was the imposition of racist hiring practices that might preclude 

black men and women from participating in the labor force at all. Second, the 

author’s anxiety over the proximity of young marauding blacks to white women was 

emblematic of anti-miscegenation ideologies and paranoias about the despoiling of 
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white women by men that could translate into a perpetual cycle of prostitution, 

sometimes called “white slavery” during the period.69 Additionally, public assembly 

was sometimes discouraged for its political connotations and offenders charged with 

“loitering”—a historically fraught criminal charge that was sometimes used to 

regulate labor strikes. Finally, the author’s proposed solution—the criminalization of 

“idleness” and indentured labor—emblematized the increasingly coercive measures 

that were championed and developed by police departments and city governments.  

 While battles over public space continued, upper- and middle-class whites 

similarly sought ways to segregate residential space under the assumption that black 

presence in white neighborhoods was detrimental to property values. N.D.B. 

Connolly, in his analysis of Jim Crow real estate provisions in South Florida, notes 

how this process of exclusion was governed by two primary investments. First, to 

manage growing cities, bureaucrats and lawmakers, often influenced by the racial 

ideologies detailed in the previous section, were guided by the supposition that racial 

apartheid was the best geographic method by which to achieve social harmony. 

Second, in trying to maximize profits, municipal governments and realtors leaned on 

racial apartheid to “unleash the value of land as real estate.”70 This “racial logic”—

that land would be more valuable if developed in a socially-harmonious setting, and 

that to achieve such social harmony racial groups had to be kept separate—created 
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so-called “free markets” of capital exchange with respect to property. In the early-

twentieth century, the dynamics of these markets were frequently explained through 

continual citations of prevalent cultural perceptions regarding black people. 71 That is, 

to maximize “value,” relators had to eliminate the prevalence of “depreciating 

influences” that might decrease the resale value of property in a given area. Examples 

of “depreciating influences” within real estate markets included crime, public 

nuisance, infrastructural deterioration, and other potentially perilous conditions that 

were, at this time and to the present, discursively associated with black people and 

chalked up to black people’s inability to adapt to civil life and take responsibility for 

homeownership. In this way, the model of capitalist development articulated by 

realtors and economists with respect to the “free market” was influenced by 

overblown and demonstrably untrue assessments of black life and culture.  

 In U.S. metropoles, these governing logics were often enforced by white racist 

collusion in the form of “improvement associations” or “protective societies” or 

through racial terror. In Baltimore City in particular, these dynamics, as recounted in 

Antero Pietila’s Not in My Neighborhood, occurred most intensely in West 

Baltimore.72 Neighborhoods like Harlem Park, Upton, and Eutaw Place were the 

stages upon which racial antagonisms over real estate played out. For instance, in 

1913, homes purchased by black families in Harlem Park were pelted by roving white 

gangs who shattered their windows with stones, pebbles, and marbles. The gangs 

went so far as to toss a brick through the landlord’s window with a note that 
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threatened to harm his family if the black families were not removed.73 The paradox 

inherent in deploying wanton violence to achieve social harmony went unaddressed 

in white press accounts of these events. In any case, this racial terror came during a 

legislative battle over the city’s pioneering residential segregation ordinances which 

were intended to prohibit blacks and whites from living on the same blocks. Though 

widely supported, Connolly notes how these “racial zoning” measures were doomed 

to fail, observing, “Over the previous fifty years, judges, legislators, and everyday 

practice had chiseled the defense of property rights deep into the granite of American 

jurisprudence, and racial zoning, as the attempted regulation of property rights, stood 

little to no chance.”74 

 Though racial zoning was deemed unconstitutional by the Supreme Court, 

economists and realtors learned from its failure. According to David M.P. Freund, 

proponents of racial segregation effectively segmented the pre-World War II property 

market along racial lines by championing municipal zoning measures through a 

rights-based discourse instead of the race-based one that precipitated the failure of 

racial zoning. This discursive shift allowed realtors and economists to legitimize their 

professional activities and justify racial exclusion as “a purely economic or market 

imperative.”75 In the 1910s and 1920s, municipalities, enabled by states to exercise 

their “police power” in the realm of property regulation, enacted restrictive zoning 

ordinances that designated certain areas of the city for specific purposes, including 
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residential, commercial, and industrial uses. In Baltimore, such measures safeguarded 

suburban neighborhoods from black occupancy by designating enormous tracts of 

land for prohibitively expensive residences. Additionally, black and poor 

neighborhoods were often designated—or placed near—industrial zones that, over 

time, made them more susceptible to environmental health problems, particularly in 

South Baltimore.76 

 In addition to restrictive zoning, the pre-World War II housing market saw the 

rise of racially-restrictive covenants. These measures were placed in deed agreements 

and forbade black occupancy in white neighborhoods by classifying such occupancy 

as a “nuisance” to neighborhood life. This classification relied on existing legal 

precedent and emblematized the ways that racial exclusion was increasingly 

formalized in property regulations under the veneer of market logics. That is, instead 

of explicitly articulating black occupancy as undesirable to white sensibilities, 

“nuisance” suggested that black occupancy represented an “incompatible” land use in 

the white real estate market akin to the erection of a correctional facility, asylum, 

cesspool, or cattle yard in proximity to residential space. For whites, all these 

presences depressed property values, and, as homeowners and citizens, they reserved 

the right to prohibit their entry as a means by which to maximize the value of their 

property.  

Both municipal zoning and racially-restrictive covenants successfully striated 

urban geography through continual reference to white property rights. This discursive 

                                                 
76 According to Connolly, this practice was also present in South Florida. From A 
World More Concrete, 41.  
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appeal highlights the multifaceted ways that whiteness has developed in U.S. 

legislative politics as a form of property. In her landmark essay, “Whiteness as 

Property,” legal historian and theorist Cheryl I. Harris contextualizes the persistence 

of these practices within a long history of racial and economic domination, arguing 

that “whiteness and property share a common premise—a conceptual nucleus—of a 

right to exclude.”77 For Harris, the category of whiteness, rooted in the seizure of 

Native lands and the enslavement of African people, was articulated in the 

“interaction between conceptions of race and property that played a critical role in 

establishing and maintaining racial and economic subordination.”78 As such, the 

central tenant of property—possession—became something to which only whiteness 

could lay claim. As Native claims to land were dismissed and violently invalidated, 

and as African peoples were converted into exchangeable commodities, possession, 

as a right, became the exclusive privilege and primary attribute of whiteness. In the 

U.S., to be a “free human being” was articulated in one’s capacity to freely use, 

dispose of, and possess property—attributes singularly denied to black and Native 

peoples. In this way, property was not a thing, but rather a right and a privilege that, 

in parallel development with the concept of whiteness, contained basic presumptions, 

such as the right to transfer, the right to use and enjoy, and the right to exclude.  

 In the practices and debates surrounding municipal housing and real estate 

markets, we see how whiteness as property manifested in exclusionary policies 

harnessed by state- and city-level actors that spatialized urban geographies in ways 

                                                 
77 Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” 1714.  
78 Ibid., 1716, emphasis in original.  
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that confined black mobility through constant cultural prescriptions of black 

deviance.79  

These were not, however, the only levels at which whiteness as property 

functioned to economically marginalize black people from accessing exclusive 

housing markets. During the New Deal, black people were often excluded from 

participating in the so-called “free” real estate market, which, in the 1930s, now 

boasted newly-invented mortgage instruments and federally-backed debt relief 

programs. Rhonda Y. Williams, in her study of black women’s activism in the realm 

of federally-financed public housing developments, notes how, during this period, 

black and white people received differential forms of federal relief that reinforced 

existing racial and gendered social imbalances. For Williams,  

In the realm of housing, while the federal government provided white 

people with home-ownership options through Federal Housing 

Administration (FHA) mortgage loans, for instance, it excluded 

African Americans by restricting these mortgages to white 

neighborhoods. In particular, local government officials limited the 

effects of poverty programs by administering them in racially 

discriminatory ways and using them for political patronage…. 

Governments’ unequal treatment alongside private market and societal 

                                                 
79 Rashad Shabazz, Spatializing Blackness: Architectures of Confinement and Black 
Masculinity in Chicago (Urbana-Champagne: University of Illinois Press, 2015).  
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discrimination hampered African Americans’ attempts to advance and 

improve their lives in urban communities.80 

Freund notes how these mortgage instruments were pioneered by the Home 

Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), which was established in June 1933 as a 

subsidiary of the Federal Home Loan Bank Board. For Freund, “Before 1933, the 

terms of most mortgages made homeownership prohibitive for most families; the 

HOLC demonstrated, as institute economists had predicted, that the long-term, low-

interest mortgage had the potential to sustain a far larger market for private 

housing.”81 This expansion of the market for private housing, while providing more 

stable credit opportunities for a larger percentage of prospective white homeowners 

by way of federal government largesse, actively excluded black participation through 

appraisals of city property. In Baltimore, as in other cities, the HOLC established 

local offices to forestall rampant foreclosures during the Great Depression by 

empowering a federal agency to mediate between lenders and borrowers and release 

the latter from their mortgage obligations through the issuance of government bonds. 

The HOLC itself was empowered to extend equity to potential borrowers in the form 

of the “amortized” loan, which meant that the interest and principal on the loan were 

paid simultaneously and over a fixed period. The HOLC was instrumental in 

popularizing the amortized loan in the U.S., particularly for people with lower 

incomes. During its tenure, the HOLC refinanced over sixteen thousand mortgages 

                                                 
80 Rhonda Y. Williams, The Politics of Public Housing: Black Women’s Struggles 
against Urban Inequality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 6.  
81 Freund, Colored Property, 113.  
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worth $50 million in Maryland alone.82 Unlike conventional mortgages where the 

principal was due by the end of the mortgage’s term as a hefty balloon payment, 

amortized mortgages required monthly payments that incrementally chipped away at 

both the principal and interest on the loan. In the 1940s, FHA- and VA-insured loans 

similarly employed amortized loans while changing the qualification rubrics for 

securing a loan. Instead of wealth, the key assessment of a borrower’s ability to 

originate a loan became income. This change facilitated the development of a large 

white “middle class” by opening new possibilities for wealth creation wherein 

established wealth was not a prerequisite.83  

Among their day-to-day operational considerations, the HOLC staff, under the 

direction of the Federal Home Loan Bank Board, created a series of Residential 

Security Maps in 1935. These maps categorized cities based on the perceived 

financial desirability of specific areas. The HOLC maps developed for Baltimore City 

classified the housing stock using several color-coded categories: green meant “best” 

or “first grade,” blue meant “static” or “second grade,” yellow meant “definitely 

declining” or “third grade,” and red meant “hazardous” or “fourth grade” (Fig. 1.1). 

Notably, the “hazardous” areas designated by the HOLC overwhelmingly contained 

within them the city’s black population, including most of black West Baltimore and 

the city’s fifth ward which resided just east of downtown and where much of the 

city’s drug enforcement and anti-vice campaigns occurred a few decades before. This 

                                                 
82 Sherry Olson, Baltimore: The Building of an American City (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1997), 343.  
83 Lata Chatterjee, David Harvey, and Lawrence Klugman, FHA Policies and the 
Baltimore City Housing Market, (Baltimore: The Center for Metropolitan Planning & 
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practice of designating finance-worthy areas of cities based on “risk” has been 

dubbed “redlining.”  

 

Fig. 1.1. A map developed by the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) detailing the areas in the 
city in which the appraisers found the “best” property, as well as “hazardous” property. Legend in the 
bottom left-hand corner (Source: Home Owners Loan Corporation, Division of Research & Statistics, 
1937, accessed via Sheridan Library’s Baltimore City Sheet Maps Collection, Johns Hopkins 
University).  
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While whites in the city benefited greatly from federally-insured mortgage 

programs, redlining and similar practices of geographic categorization and 

displacement caused black equity and mobility to remain arrested. In the 1940s, 

dwelling units in the central city—where a majority of the city’s non-white 

inhabitants lived—increased only 2.8 percent while the remainder of the city, 

including the suburbs in the north, experienced a 26.7 percent increase in additional 

dwelling units. During this decade, FHA- and VA-insured properties were built at 

higher rates and were generally worth more than properties secured by conventional 

loans. Additionally, conventional loans typically required heftier down payments and 

carried higher interest rates than federally-backed loans. Of all FHA loans originated 

in Baltimore during the 1940s, 1.1 percent went to black homeowners.84 Morton 

Hoffman, the Housing Authority of Baltimore City’s (HABC) Director of Research & 

Statistics, summarized the period as follows,   

The increase in home ownership was greatly facilitated by the 

liberalized credit and low downpayment [sic] provisions of the 

federally-backed guarantee and insurance programs. The FHA and 

public housing programs provided the bulk of new rental housing, the 

latter program constituting the only substantial source of new good 

quality rental units for Negro families.85 

Hoffman’s assessment corroborates historical valuations of the period, as urban 

historians have noted how, during the postwar period, “government housing programs 

                                                 
84 Morton Hoffman, “The Role of Government in Influencing Changes in Housing in 
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85 Ibid., 139.  
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perpetuated racial divisions by placing public housing in already poor urban areas and 

bankrolling white suburbanization through discriminatory housing policies.”86  

In Baltimore, the first public housing project, Poe Homes, opened its doors to 

black residents in West Baltimore in October 1940. In that decade alone, a dozen 

projects were completed around the city, buttressing racial divisions within the city’s 

already-segregated urban landscape. Significantly, public housing recipients were 

saddled with “onerous and intrusive regulations as public assistance recipients” that 

“created a sense that the previously private sphere of home had become public and 

political space.”87 While Rhonda Williams comprehensively details how such a 

configuration of home led to sustained political activism led by black women who 

took ownership over their living accommodations, the regulatory culture of black 

property that was instituted in bureaucratic agencies simultaneously made black-

occupied dwellings a site of intervention for white reform-minded liberal groupings.  

This paternalistic culture was perhaps best exemplified by the code 

enforcement revolution of the 1940s and 1950s which saw public and private interests 

advocate for housing management and rehabilitation in poor neighborhoods from 

various—and sometimes competing—vantage points. As federally-backed 

redevelopments shot up around American cities, builders, realtors, and other property 

developers sought ways to limit government intrusion in the housing market by 

advocating for home rehabilitation in lieu of public housing through government-

                                                 
86 Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar 
Detroit (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 9-10. See also: Arnold R. 
Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto: Race & Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998).  
87 Williams, The Politics of Public Housing, 6.  
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backed home improvement loans and building code enforcement. Simultaneously, the 

United States Public Health Service and other health-oriented reform groups found 

conditions within black residential communities to be detrimental to occupants’ 

health as black people continued to suffer disproportionately from contagious 

diseases that were compounded by deteriorating housing standards in neighborhoods 

often neglected by municipal services and absentee landlords.88 In response to such 

conditions, citizen-led community organizing groups formed to stem the tide of 

neighborhood deterioration through the dogged enforcement of building codes that 

would institute minimum housing standards, establish surveillance techniques in poor 

communities, and educate black people on the virtues of home economics in which 

reformers assumed they had no basis of understanding.  

In Baltimore, these coinciding interests—from builders, public health 

agencies, and community organizers—crystallized in the pioneering “Baltimore Plan 

of Housing Law Enforcement.” As its title suggests, the Baltimore Plan criminalized 

building code violations under the paternalistic assumption that the city’s black and 

poor dwellers were uneducated in the realm of domestic stewardship and voluntarily 

allowed their neighborhoods to fall into disrepair. The Baltimore Plan established the 

country’s first “Housing Court” to charge landlords and tenants with fines for 

deteriorating and hazardous property conditions. In the literature and propaganda 

produced by and for the Baltimore Plan, reformers, while sometimes genuinely 

considering the structural and environmental issues that contributed to property 

                                                 
88 For more on the roots of these preoccupations in Baltimore specifically, see: 
Samuel K. Roberts, Infectious Fear: Politics and the Health Effects of Segregation in 
the Urban South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009).  
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deterioration, nevertheless placed the onus of housing stewardship on black families 

by identifying black sexual deviance, indulgent vice practices, and cultural 

deficiencies as key areas of intervention that had to be corrected to ensure that the 

city’s poorest neighborhoods did not serve as a liability to its overall economic health. 

Much like the City Beautiful assumption that morality and the built environment were 

linked, the Baltimore Plan identified property and domestic stewardship as the key 

site of intervention to actualize a more moral and uplifted urban future.  

Conclusion  

In approaching questions of property, racial formation, and urban 

development, this dissertation constitutes what I have called a “cultural history of 

property.” Rather than solely focus on the legal and political aspects of property and 

urban development, this dissertation endeavors to demonstrate how culture, as a 

contested social category that describes the habits, customs, and everyday lived 

experiences of a group, is integral to understandings of property. As the above-

narrated history of U.S. urban growth and moral reform details, the “value” often 

ascribed to real property is routinely expressed as a reflection of who lives in a 

community. Between the late-nineteenth century and the mid-1950s, the central 

preoccupation of planners, developers, and other property-based institutions has been 

to maintain elevated property levels through the containment of black people. 

Notably, during this period, black people’s cultural and moral worth was constructed 

through the development of pseudo-empirical prescriptions of deviance and 

comparative racial formations.  
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In the following pages, these dynamics are further teased out through 

interrelated local investigations that demonstrate how widespread cultural beliefs 

about black Baltimoreans positioned them as a perceived menace to property value 

and emboldened city governance structures to “abate” such menace through intensive 

policing and moral reform. Before we get to that, however, an analysis of Baltimore’s 

colonial heritage and the establishment of its property market is in order. It is to this 

history that we now turn.    
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Chapter 2: Ground Rents: Whiteness and Capital in Baltimore 
City    

Introduction  

In a 1969 case concerning ground rents, Baltimore City’s Circuit Court 

opined, “A ground rent, while not entirely unknown elsewhere in Maryland and in 

other states, is almost as peculiar to the City of Baltimore as the espantoon.”89  While 

the court did not likely mean to equate a financial device to a police terror instrument 

as a matter of political critique, the comparison is an interesting one. The espantoon, a 

21-inch wooden nightstick, was used by the Baltimore City Police Department for 

over a century. The historical record is peppered with incidents of “accidental deaths” 

at the tip of the espantoon, the so-called “Policeman’s Best Friend” (Fig. 2.1). Ground 

rents, a land tenure device used to finance the mass development of property in 

Baltimore City, emerged in the mid-eighteenth century and were used at the turn of 

the twenty-first century to dispossess working people of their homes. Historians place 

their roots in Maryland’s first land lease, established between Cecilius Calvert and 

King Charles I without regard to the Native populations who occupied those lands. 

Thus, both devices were disciplinary arms of white supremacist institutions, and both 

revealed the degree to which non-white lives in the city could experience rapid and 

instant reclassifications.   

                                                 
89 Heritage Realty v. City of Baltimore, 248 A.2d 898 (Md. 1969) 
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Fig. 2.1. An exposé on the espantoon published in the Sun (Source: “The Policeman’s Best Friend,” 
Baltimore Sun, November 20, 1960).  

This chapter analyzes ground rents in relation to the historical 

transformations, conflicts, and political upheavals that emerged in their regulation, 

classification, and use over time in Baltimore City. Special attention is paid to the 

ways that ground rents were used as tools of finance and the disciplinary implications 

of their execution, from both a public and private perspective. I rely on archival 

evidence including newspaper articles, editorials, classifieds, land records, case law, 

city ordinances, state legislation, federal code, legislative journals, and counter-

movement documentation to contextualize the genealogical existence of ground rents 

as financial instruments over the course of multiple centuries. From examining these 

sources, I highlight a series of conflicts that emerged concerning the financial device, 
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which reveal various linkages in the relationship between whiteness, property, law, 

urbanism, and structured inequality.  

The chapter focuses on numerous political and social upheavals in ground rent 

regulation to demonstrate how Baltimore’s geographic space was commodified 

through legal articulations of whiteness and property that transformed Native lands 

into capital. Though this dissertation is confined by a historic moment (the 1880s-to-

the-1950s), this chapter reaches beyond this periodization to account for the 

persistence of what Cheryl I. Harris calls “whiteness as property,” a concept that 

refers to how whiteness’ legal and capital relationship to possession and exclusion 

underpins structured inequality and racial domination. In recounting a history of 

Baltimore that takes the white supremacist nature of property as a central analytic, an 

account of ground rents is necessary to understand how the city’s lands were 

expropriated. Simultaneously, an account of ground rents that is interested in probing 

the depths of “whiteness as property” must account for the peculiar device’s 

persistence across time and space. Rather than strictly adhere to my periodization, I 

have chosen to narrate the full story of ground rents to demonstrate the degree to 

which “whiteness as property” operates in Baltimore City’s landed and legal record.  

The first section of this chapter charts the colonial origins of the ground rent 

system while outlining its basic character. The second section analyzes the 

relationship between ground rents and the building industry to situate ground rents 

within larger processes of capital speculation and urbanization. Particularly, this 

section situates the centrality of the ground rent system in the topographical 

development of the city as well as in the consolidation of class-monopoly power. 
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Using David Harvey’s conception of class-monopoly rents, class-monopoly power 

refers to the process wherein a defined class exerts monopoly power on the extraction 

of capital from a place.90  

The third section analyzes a moment of conflict between reformers and 

ground renters centered on the latter’s use of “distraint.” Distraint was a technique of 

debt enforcement wherein the ground renter was empowered to dispossess the tenant 

of his or her personal property in order to compensate for late payment. Through an 

examination of the legislative history of the practice, as well as the debates had within 

the popular media, this section highlights the degree to which class-monopoly power 

was sustained by the ground rent’s enforceability and relative impenetrability. This 

impenetrability was due both to the confusion the device engendered as well as the 

mystery surrounding the owners of ground rents. This section also presents an 

account of how distraint figured into oppositional forces, such as those of legislative 

reformers and the short-lived Workingman’s Party which sought the abolition of the 

practice as part of its broad-based, Marxian assault on monopoly capital.  

The fourth section propels us into the mid-twentieth century and examines a 

conflict that emerged from colliding legislative and judicial bodies. Through an 

analysis of two lawsuits that pit the Internal Revenue Service against ground renters 

and the resultant legislative panic that occurred as a result of these lawsuits, this 

section examines how competing hubs of financial and legal “expertise” wield the 

power of interpretation. In this case, the citation of conventional property rights 

                                                 
90 David Harvey, “Class-Monopoly Rent, Finance Capital, and the Urban 
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clashed with the imprecise and bizarre character of the ground rent system, whose 

existence was and continues to be dependent on ambiguity and legal “technicality.” 

Following Annelise Riles, I offer the drama as an example of how technicality, in the 

legal regulation of property, can be manipulated to ensure white claims to ownership 

and wealth extraction.91 It is through technicalities of the law that speculators are 

empowered to both flex their legal artistry and unite with similarly-motivated entities.  

This dynamic is elaborated further in the fifth section which analyzes the 

“legal fictions” used by speculators in the 1950s and 1960s to engage in a widespread 

and systematic blockbusting spree that led to massive neighborhood shifts and preyed 

on white racial fears of black settlement. Through an analysis of the documentation 

and strategies used by speculators to realize their political motivations, I highlight 

how a historical assessment of documentation, including the hardcopy contracts of 

sale and the seals of “straw corporations” that enabled the unencumbered transfer of 

property, illuminate how white settler colonialists’ claims to property are protected in 

law. 

 The sixth section highlights a period of nearly 40 years wherein ground rents 

remained out of the public imagination. This period of absence was marked by 

questions as to the utility of the device and coincided with the most active period of 

deindustrialization, military policing, and mass incarceration in the city’s history to 

that point. As property values dipped during this time, so too did interest in the 

financial tool. However, as property values rebounded during the 1990s and 

                                                 
91 Annelise Riles, Collateral Knowledge: Legal Reasoning in the Global Financial 
Markets, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011).  
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incidences of white resettlement increased, the tool’s colonial past reemerged as it 

was used by ground rent owners to eject primarily working-class people from their 

homes. 

All told, this chapter narrates, through the object lesson of the ground rent, 

how, in Baltimore City, “whiteness as property” was and continues to bear the traces 

of settler coloniality and is protected by a malleable legal archive that serves to 

defend white claims to urban space.   

Origins & Character, 1632-Present  

In 1632 Cecilius Calvert—known as Lord Baltimore—was bequeathed, along 

with his heirs, a large tract of land in the Mid-Atlantic bound by the Chesapeake and 

Delaware Bays, the Potomac River, and the Atlantic Ocean. This land, which became 

the state of Maryland, was given to Lord Baltimore as a lease, the terms of which 

were dictated by King Charles I and required an annual payment of “two Indian 

arrows” and “the fifth part of all Gold and Silver ore within the limits aforesaid, 

which shall from time to time happen to be found.” These terms were not uncommon 

under feudal governance where land could be transferred for primary use by another 

party under conditions of rent and fealty. This arrangement guaranteed legal claim to 

the monarch, and the rent paid by the tenant could function either symbolically as 

tribute, as in the case of the Indian arrows, or as a means of accruing wealth, as in the 

case of the gold and silver ore. A year after this charter was made, the Ark and the 

Dove departed from Gravesend and settled on lands inhabited by the Algonquin, 

Patuxent, Conoy, Mattapanient, and Susquehannock tribes. Calvert, operating in 

Europe, used the charter to claim these lands as his fiefdom and, through the right of 
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subinfeudation, subdivided and distributed the land thousands of acres at a time.92 

Under his direction, land estates were allocated using a classificatory system that 

prioritized successful passage to the colony. For instance, travelers who provided for 

their own passage and the passage of other, able-bodied travelers stood to receive 

thousands of acres from the “Lord Proprietor” Calvert. Settlers traveling without 

servants, spouses, or children received much less acreage. This system of subdivision 

laid the foundation for what would become the system of ground rents in Baltimore 

City that exists to this day.  

The transition between Maryland’s feudal system of land organization and the 

use of ground rents in urban real estate has not been definitively charted. The most 

famous attempt to bridge this historical gap was made by Lewis Mayer in his Ground 

Rents in Maryland. 93 Mayer situates the emergence of ground rents in the manorial 

plantation system of colonial Maryland wherein a lord would parcel enormous plots 

of land under the condition of yearly “quit rents,” a relatively small payment either of 

cash or crops that allowed the tenant to use the rented land unencumbered save for 

expressions of fealty. Fealty constituted an acknowledgement of the lord’s 

preeminent authority and could be secured through compelled social engagements. 

For instance, in a 1640 lease of 10,000 acres to Charles Carroll, Lord Baltimore 

required a quit rent of 100 schillings and a biannual visit to his domicile to celebrate 

the Feast of the Annunciation and Michaelmas. After the American Revolution, the 

                                                 
92 Robert J. Brugger, Maryland: A Middle Temperament (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1988), 3-40.  
93 Lewis Mayer, Ground Rents in Maryland; With an Introduction Concerning the 
Tenure of Land under the Proprietary (Baltimore: Cushings & Bailey: 1883).  
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British lords of Maryland were dispossessed of their land holdings, and the General 

Assembly freed landholding citizens of their obligation to pay quit rents. After the 

Revolution, Maryland declared all seized lands to be allodial—that is, not subject to 

the Lord Proprietor.   

Despite this declaration, the system of quit rents had already taken root in 

Baltimore City in the form of what became the modern-day system of ground rents. 

This system had four requisite features: term length, redemption, payment structure, 

and enforcement.  

Term length referred to how long a leaseholder was required to pay the 

landholder. Because the system was designed to vest some modicum of control in 

land eternally, these term lengths were designed to be perpetually renewable. In 

Baltimore, the first 99-year renewable ground lease was organized in the 1750s by 

Thomas Harrison, whose landholdings rested just east of the Jones Falls. Mayer 

suggests that the origin of the 99-year perpetually renewable term has roots in 

European land leases whose term lengths were “determinable on lives.” For instance, 

some Irish land leases were established on 99-year terms made between a landowner 

and three parties (i.e. three “lives”) who held the lease until their passing. Renewal 

covenants were placed in these leases to allow heirs to renew the term by paying a 

fine within a year of the original lessee’s death. According to Mayer, “The new lives 

were nominated in continuous new leases in the stead of the old lives that had fallen. 

In this way the lease was perpetually renewed—very often at short intervals of time, 

as the number of renewals depended on the mortality of the cestuis que vie, and the 
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more speedily they died, the better for the landlord.”94 Baltimore’s land leases 

similarly adopted 99-year terms based on the lifespan of three successive generations, 

but eliminated the complicated method for renewal based on the lessee’s mortality.  

Redemption referred to the leaseholder’s ability to purchase the land and 

become free of the eternal debt represented by ground rents. Before 1884, ground 

rents could be made on an “irredeemable” basis, which meant that they could never 

be extinguished. This arrangement became increasingly unpopular as the city grew 

throughout the nineteenth century. At Baltimore’s sesquicentennial celebration, one 

observer remarked, “The system of ground rents irredeemable and leases perpetually 

renewable has done much in times gone by to encourage and facilitate the growth of 

improvement in Baltimore; but it has of late years been abused for speculative 

purposes by the reckless imposition of exorbitant rents.”95 In legislation proposed by 

a city councilman in 1883, the system of irredeemable ground rents was characterized 

as a “relic of feudalism” and charged with encumbering the ability to tear down 

dilapidated homes on rented land, discouraging people from becoming homeowners, 

complicating the passage of property to women, and allowing speculation to emerge 

through the investment and reinvestment of capital into ground rents on a secondary 

market. The secondary market for ground rents allowed leaseholders to commodify 

their rents by bundling them into packages and selling them to other investors and 

speculators (Fig. 2.2).96  

                                                 
94 Ibid., 45.  
95 Ibid., 127.  
96 Ibid., 127-132.  
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Fig. 2.2. Ground rents for sale in the classifieds section of the Sun (Source: “Classified Ad,” Baltimore 
Sun, March 12, 1908).  

Responding to this pressure, the Maryland General Assembly in 1884 

prohibited the creation of new irredeemable ground rents. This development made all 

new ground rents “redeemable,” which meant that a homeowner could extinguish the 

ground rent by paying its full value. The full value of a ground rent can be found by 

dividing the annual payment by the interest (ex. $120/.06 = $2,000). The next 

question to emerge from this legislation was: How quickly should a person be 

allowed to redeem his or her ground rent? The 1884 legislation allowed homeowners 

to redeem their ground rents 15 years after their creation. A series of new laws passed 

in subsequent years lowered this threshold to 10 years in 1888 and to 5 years in 1900.  
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Payment was determined as a percentage of the land’s value. “Value” in this 

case was imprecise, but its determination could be very helpful to homeowners who 

were able to purchase a house at a discount by financing the land beneath it. Though 

they were determined somewhat arbitrarily, payment structures had two primary 

goals. The first goal was to rest a property interest in the landholder who often 

subdivided parcels of land into rents that could, cumulatively, generate a good source 

of untaxed income. The second goal was to cheapen the up-front cost of a house for a 

prospective homeowner. Ground rents accomplished this cheapening by deferring the 

full payment of the land through a financing method that required the homeowner to 

remit a yearly sum to the landowner. This sum represented a small percentage—

usually six percent—of the value of the land. For instance, if the value of the land 

beneath a home was determined to be $2,000, the homeowner would be required to 

remit six percent, or $120, annually to the landholder. Homeowners were likely to 

accept ground rents on their homes because doing so allowed them to seek financing 

for a remarkably cheaper sum. For instance, if the land under a home was valued at 

$2,000, and the improvements (i.e. the house) were valued at $8,000, a total up-front 

purchase would require the homeowner to come up with $10,000. However, by 

accepting a ground rent of $2,000, the homeowner would only have to finance $8,000 

up-front. This discounted up-front purchase price made the prospect of leasehold 

properties more attractive to some financial institutions who would then more 

willingly extend credit. Some attributed the high rate of homeownership in the city to 
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this aspect of the ground rent system.97 Indeed, for a great deal of its history, the 

ground rent was touted as a tool that allowed for the creation of affordable housing. 

Finally, enforcement for missed payment took two forms: distress and 

ejectment. Distress referred to the landlord’s ability to seize the tenant’s personal 

property for missed payment. Ejectment referred to the landlord’s ability to reenter 

the property and seize control of it. Although Mayer posits that ground rents’ 

emergence was likely the result of Marylanders’ familiarity with European systems of 

land organization, he draws no definitive link between the two. Despite this 

hesitation, the two systems’ intentions and modes of enforcement were virtually 

identical. According to Mayer, “The owners of lots in Baltimore virtually intended to 

lend their land out perpetually at interest, pay no taxes, and receive a fixed annual 

income, which could be granted in fee or would descend to their heirs.”98 In cases 

where these streams of perpetual interest became clogged by missed payment and 

delinquency, ground rent holders, like British lords, reserved the rights of distress and 

ejectment. This perpetual interest also became the basis of builders’ portfolios.  

Building Baltimore 

 Historically, ground rents were used as tools by builders to finance and profit 

from the mass construction of housing in Baltimore City. The city’s iconic red-brick 

rowhome is the product of myriad building traditions, city plans, and financial 

orthodoxies.99 In developing long tracts of rowhomes, builders deployed different 

                                                 
97 “Ground Rent Tax Plan is Assailed,” Baltimore Sun, November 1, 1961.  
98 Ibid., 57.  
99 For a definitive account on this topic, see: Mary Ellen Hayward & Charles 
Belfoure, The Baltimore Rowhouse (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999).  
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financing mechanisms to meet their up-front expenses, including collaborations with 

landowners and the investment of enormous sums of money to develop several city 

blocks at a given time. These expenses were usually recouped through home sales, 

and profits were realized through the creation of ground rents. This confluence of 

factors—a city plan that enabled the erection of dense housing, a profit-motive that 

compelled builders to use the financial tools at their disposal, and the concentration of 

enormous plots of land in the hands of a few—produced a new class of capitalists in 

the city: the class of “speculator-developers,” to borrow a term from David 

Harvey.100 This class was integral, not just to Baltimore, but to urbanization itself, as 

the transition from the feudal days of yore to the modern city took root. Speculator-

developers were a class with substantial proprietary holdings, vertically-integrated 

business models, and coalitional strength. To situate the emergence of this speculator-

developer class, the following section uses land records, secondary accounts, and 

engages the relationship between urbanization and class formation to argue that 

ground rents, as financial tools, were elements of capital production that both 

emerged from and reified the consolidation of spaces structured in “scarcity.” 

Scarcity, in this sense, materializes in the erection of structures within predefined 

limits, or borders.  

Baltimore City adopted its first city plan in 1823. Before this plan was 

instituted, landholders like Thomas Harrison and William Fell used ground leases to 

create communities on the popular gridiron system of the day. Sherry Olson, a 

                                                 
100 David Harvey, The Urbanization of Capital: Studies in the History and Theory of 
Capitalist Urbanization (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985).  
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historian and geographer, credits the wave of building in the mid-1700s—around the 

time Harrison developed his ground rent agreement—with the opportunities created 

by ground rents, which allowed builders to recoup the initial capital investment 

associated with land acquisition and development.101 As the city expanded in the 

early-nineteenth century, legislators felt the need to create a comprehensive city plan. 

This plan was intended to be a general survey projected “to establish a complete road 

system, and to resolve all property disputes with the establishment of permanent 

boundary markers.”102 It would also dictate the construction of residential property. 

After a lengthy and controversial selection process, the city hired surveyor Thomas H. 

Poppleton to chart the layout of city land. Poppleton’s plan was adopted in 1823 and 

extended the gridiron pattern deployed in the central city out to the rest of the city 

(Fig. 2.3).  

Poppleton’s plan was intended to be a pedestrian-friendly gridiron that 

consisted of countless two-dimensional blocks bisected by alley streets. This three-

tiered layout geographically oriented neighborhood construction around the creation 

of long strips of rowhomes with varying widths. The widest rowhomes were 

constructed facing major thoroughfares, while the narrowest rowhomes were 

constructed on the alleys bisecting blocks. These homes—simply called “alley 

houses”—in some cases made homeownership accessible to newly arrived 

immigrants and working-class families and oriented neighborhoods around race and 

                                                 
101 Olson, Baltimore, 23.  
102 Richard J. Cox, “Trouble on the Chain Gang: City Surveying, Maps, and the 
Absence of Urban Planning in Baltimore, 1730-1823; With a Checklist of Maps of 
the Period,” Maryland Historical Magazine 81:1 (1986), 8-49.  Regional Studies 8:1 
(1974), 239-255.  
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class lines. 103 Poppleton’s plat, according to Richard Cox, was “the basis of 

[Baltimore’s] first planning system.”104

 

Fig. 2.3. Thomas Poppleton’s plat of Baltimore City (Source: Library of Congress Geography and Map 
Division, Washington, D.C.). 

 After the establishment of this plan, development moved in uncertain paces. 

By the late-nineteenth century, builders in ethnic East Baltimore began populating 

Poppleton’s platted blocks with countless two-story dwellings. Because profiting 

from spot development could be difficult, builders turned to different financing 

                                                 
103For more information on Poppleton’s plat see: Richard J. Cox, “Trouble on the 
Chain Gang: City Surveying, Maps, and the Absence of Urban Planning in Baltimore 
1730-1823; With a Checklist of Maps of the Period,” Maryland Historical Magazine 
81:1 (1986): 8-49.  
104 Ibid., 20.  
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methods to complete their projects. Two methods of construction financing stand out. 

The first method was called “advance building.” 105 In this arrangement, a landowner 

would offer a builder an “advance mortgage,” which allowed home construction to 

proceed in installments which were paid as projects reached specified benchmarks.106 

Mary Ellen Hayward and Charles Belfoure characterize the process as follows, “The 

builder was lent fifty percent of the value of the finished house, payable on an 

incremental schedule based on staged completion of the dwelling; one-fourth when 

the second floor joists had been laid; one-fourth when roofed in; one-fourth when the 

floors were laid; and the last payment when the house was finished and ready for 

occupancy.”107 This method incentivized speedy construction through incremental 

payment and could retain ground rent control in the landowner.  

The second method of development—block development—occurred when a 

builder acquired a block or multiple blocks of land from a land company, trust, heir, 

or estate holder and developed, sold, leased, and, in some cases, mortgaged the 

homes. Frank Novak, the “Two Story King of East Baltimore,” built thousands of 

properties in the city using this method. For instance, in 1907, Novak bought 10 city 

blocks from the Luzerne Land Company, a company whose holdings included the 

estates of George H. Sargeant and William and Charles Fisher, in exchange for a 

reported $100,000. Land records from the Superior Court indicate that Novak 

                                                 
105 For an in-depth analysis of this process, see: Martha Vill, Land Tenure, Property 
Ownership, and Home Mortgages in the Late Nineteenth Century: A Case Study of 
Baltimore’s Germans (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 1976). University of 
Maryland, College Park.   
106 For more on advance building, or “advanced mortgages,” see: Hayward and 
Belfoure, The Baltimore Rowhouse, 14-15.  
107 Hayward and Belfoure, The Baltimore Rowhouse, 14-15.  
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borrowed $50,000 from the Luzerne Land Company to begin construction on these 

homes, located in present-day McElderry Park. E.J. Gallagher, another famed East 

Baltimore developer, built 202 houses in his first multi-block development, Park Side, 

located south of Patterson Park in present-day Canton. The land itself was purchased 

in two chunks. The first came from the Canton Company, and the second came from 

the heirs to William Patterson’s immense estate. Calculating the costs of the Park 

Side development using Gallagher’s personal records, Hayward and Belfoure found 

that the entirety of the builder’s profits came from the sale of ground rents.108 Thus, 

the profit-motive, along with the city plan and the potential creation of thousands of 

ground rents, guided the mass construction efforts that furnished Baltimore with its 

unique housing stock. Of the relationship between ground rents and rowhome 

construction, Hayward contends, “It was to the landowner’s advantage to have as 

many houses as possible built on his parcels—the more houses, the more annual 

ground rents he collected.”109  

Although Baltimore remained unique in its approach to urban construction 

finance in the United States, this method of building was a widespread practice in 

parts of Europe where density was key in securing profits for speculative ventures. In 

the second volume of Capital, Karl Marx, using the English system of building 

finance as an example, contends that ground rents were a central element of 

speculative building—a practice stemming from the necessity of producers to sell 

finished products on the open market. For Marx, this development effectively 

                                                 
108 Ibid., 116.  
109 Mary Ellen Hayward, Baltimore’s Alley Houses: Homes for Working People since 
the 1780s, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), 33. 
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destroyed the orthodoxy of personalized building contracts and replaced them with 

large-scale speculative construction aimed at maximizing profits and creating rents. 

He argued, “There is now little building to order. If someone wants a new house, he 

looks for one that has already been built on speculation, or is in the process of being 

built. Today the contractor no longer works directly for a client, but rather for the 

market; just like any other industrialist, he has to have finished goods for sale.”110 In 

order to expand profits, speculators would attempt to build dwellings as densely as 

possible. In discussing the dwellings of British miners in the mid-nineteenth century, 

Marx observed,  

The mining districts rapidly attract a large population, made up of the 

miners themselves and the artisans, shopkeepers, etc. who group 

themselves around them. The ground rent is high, as it generally is 

where population is dense. The mining employer therefore tries to put 

up, within the smallest space possible at the entrance to the pit, exactly 

the number of cottages necessary to pack together his workers and 

their families. If new mines are opened in the neighborhood, or old 

ones are again set working, the pressure increases. In the construction 

of the cottages, only one point of view is of significance, the 

“abstinence” of the capitalist from all expenditure that is not absolutely 

unavoidable.111 

                                                 
110 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol. II, (London: Penguin 
Classics, 1992), 311.  
111 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol. 1, (London: Penguin 
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For Marx, working communities developed around the means of production. Workers 

and the servicers who sought their business settled around the pit of the mine on lands 

developed by employers whose sole goal was to keep costs down. In this example, 

housing emerged as a result of an assured market demand. A similar dynamic can be 

seen in the United States concept of the “company town” wherein employers own the 

means of production, cultural institutions, and residential properties in a town to 

integrate the business, social life, and diversion of their employees.  

In Marx’s formulation, the facilitation of industrial capital in the placement of 

workers near workplaces drove development. While this consideration is certainly 

important and similarly drove development in many parts of the city, in Baltimore, 

homes were built using the ground rent system for decades after the city’s zoning 

ordinance instituted land use restrictions and effectively separated residential areas 

from industrial and commercial areas. 112 Moreover, the vitality of ground rents’ 

secondary market was not necessarily invested in the construction of new homes at 

all, but in the fluctuation of land values. The creation and proliferation of ground 

rents, then, cannot be fully chalked up to the desire to get people close to their 

workplaces. Instead, when the profit-motive is analyzed through the prism of 

urbanization, another motivation for the creation of ground rents emerges: the 

exercise of class-monopoly power, or the process wherein a defined class exerts 

monopoly power on the extraction of capital from a place. This monopoly class, i.e. 

                                                 
112 In South Baltimore, areas of the city were zoned “industrial” that contained 
substantial black populations. This method of zoning exposed black people to 
environmentally hazardous pollutants. This dynamic is expanded upon in Chapters 4 
and 5 of this dissertation.  
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the ground renters, exercise this monopoly power by virtue of city land’s inherent 

scarcity and their legal claim to it.  

David Harvey, in unpacking monopoly power, points us to a basic 

examination of urbanization. Returning to Marx, when understood in relation to the 

processes of urbanization, speculative development not only aims to create rents and 

limit expenditure; it also harnesses monopoly power through the production of 

scarcity, the allocation of which can be manipulated in the process of converting 

feudal land into the relatively fixed capital assets represented by private urban 

housing. Harvey, outlining this process, notes, “Because these relatively permanent 

fixed capital assets are highly localized in their distribution, the urbanization process 

has created scarcity where there was none before. If rent is a transfer payment to a 

scarce factor of production, then the urbanization process has also multiplied the 

opportunities for realizing rent.”113 In the case of ground rents, these opportunities are 

even more numerous because of the transformation of the ground rent system from a 

method intended to spatially fix eternal white claims to Native land into a method for 

producing and realizing rent on both land and property after the fixed capital 

improvements have been made and the scarcity produced. In the process of 

converting land into structures, classes unique to urbanity emerge—the speculator-

developer and the resident. When rents are secured through this class antagonism, 

they take on the character of what Harvey has called “class-monopoly rent,” which 

arises when “there exists a class of owners of ‘resource units’—the land and the 

                                                 
113 David Harvey, “Class-Monopoly Rent, Finance Capital, and the Urban 
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94 
 

relatively permanent improvements incorporated in it—who are willing to release the 

units under their command only if they receive a positive return above some arbitrary 

level.”114 Class-monopoly rent is made possible through a coherent mobilization of 

well-defined class interests—in this case, the interests of ground renters—in the 

political economic arena.  

 Ground rents in Baltimore City were an important tool for the mass 

construction of racially-demarcated urban space. Used by white builders to recoup 

hefty land and construction bills, they also secured a legal interest to property 

improvements in the title holder (i.e. the ground renter). What’s missing from David 

Harvey’s analysis of rents are the possibilities of persistent control, enabled by the 

residue of feudalism. While the owners of resource units in Baltimore City did pass 

control of the units over to others for an arbitrarily set return, they did not lose 

complete legal claim to the land. To continue profiting off their investments, ground 

rent holders became a class monopoly unto themselves. In the process, ground renters 

lost the support of many, including builders. Even E.J. Gallagher, who profited 

immensely from the system, called for its abolition, arguing, “An important damage 

the ground-rent system has done to the city of Baltimore is that it has made moneyed 

people slow and timid. They never will venture in any manufacture of any other 

enterprise.”115 Ground renters with claims to substantial land holdings reaped steady 

profits and could seek to speculate on or expand their holdings through a secondary 

market devoted to the purchase and sale of ground rents. These ground renters were 
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persistent in their defense of the system, sometimes ruthless in its enforcement, and 

experts in taking advantage of the malleability of the system to adapt to new pressures 

over time. City legislators and tenants came to know this class power intimately in the 

first decade of the twentieth century when the process of distraint came under the 

purview of reformers.  

Distraint, 1860-1908 

In the first decade of the twentieth century a series of reforms were 

undertaken to alter the ground rent system. While builders benefited from the creation 

of ground rents, tenants were pressed under ground renters’ ability to make ground 

leases on an “irredeemable” basis and their capacity to seek redress for missed 

payment. The new reforms provided tenants with the right to redeem their ground 

rents five years after their creation. They also provided for the extinguishment of 

ground rents held by landlords who failed to collect payment for an extended period 

of time. During this period, in addition to the rights of homeowners, the rights of 

“subtenants” became subject to debate and reform. “Subtenants” referred to renters 

who lived in leasehold properties but did not own them. They paid rent to the 

homeowner (their landlord) and had no legal or financial obligation to the ground rent 

owner. Despite this condition, throughout the late-nineteenth century, some 

subtenants became subject to the practice of “distress,” or “distraint” as it was 

sometimes called. Distraint referred to a ground rent holder’s right to seize the 

personal property of a leaseholder as compensation for missed rent payments. In the 

case of subtenants, a ground rent owner might distrain his or her personal property, 

including furniture, appliances, and family heirlooms, and sell them at public auction 
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to settle the debt between he and the subtenant’s landlord (Fig. 2.4). The following 

section will take a close look at the drama that emerged from the pushback to this 

practice. Using archival sources, including newspaper editorials, legislative addenda, 

and counter-movement documents, I situate the alterations made to the laws 

governing distraint within the public debates and mobilizations of the moment. The 

examination of these debates reveals the methods by which ground renters and their 

opponents would engage in subsequent dramas over the years. Specifically, the 

ground renter’s assumption of the “expert” position in relation to the rules governing 

the system becomes an integral technique, not just in relation to ground rents, but in 

relation to the protection of class-monopoly power in the legislative and financial 

arenas. Opponents of this class-monopoly power focused their critiques on the 

system’s confusing feudal origins, impenetrability, and centrality in fomenting class 

antagonisms. While this drama is a relatively minor one in the grand scheme of the 

history of ground rents in Baltimore City, it represents an early instance of organized 

pushback against the financial system and a victory for working-class interests.  

The right of distraint was written into the deeds that established ground rents 

for leasehold properties. In a lease dated December 21, 1905 between the Luzerne 

Land Company and Anna E. Beck, a forelady of German parentage who headed a 

nine-person household in East Baltimore, the Luzerne Land Company reserved the 

right to “make distress” at “any time” that rent should be in arrears (i.e. “late”). This 

leasehold agreement was fairly typical for the time, but did not specify the 

relationship between the ground rent holder and the subtenant. At the state-level, 

distress was formalized in Maryland’s 1860 General Code, which compiled the acts 
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of the Maryland General Assembly. The rights of distress were dictated in article 

fifty-three of the Code, which governed the relationship between landlords and 

tenants, including leasing protocols, eviction proceedings, and measures to be 

undertaken in cases of disputed titles. Of the twenty-one sections of the article, 

fourteen of them focused on the process of distress, which varied based on the types 

of rents in contention. For instance, in agricultural cases, a portion of grain or produce 

was sometimes held as rent for leased land and could be distrained as restitution for 

missed payment. In housing scenarios, furniture and other personal property could be 

seized for missed rent. In addition to specifying the scenarios in which distress could 

be executed, the Code identified the actions to be taken in the formal implementation 

of distress, including the authorization and issuance of warrants, the appraisal of 

seized property, and the method of replevin, which referred to the tenant’s ability to 

seek back his seized property after the satisfaction of the debt. The section of the title 

identified by reformers as the most pertinent to the distraint of subtenants’ personal 

property was section seventeen. This section dictated what types of property were to 

be exempt from distraint. In 1860, exemptions applied to stoves, spinning wheels, and 

slaves.116 In subsequent years, the section was amended to include exemptions for 

horses, musical instruments, vehicles, and the possessions of temporary visitors and 

boarders. In the late-nineteenth century, reformers sought an amendment to this 

section that exempted subtenants’ personal property from distraint proceedings. The 

                                                 
116 The indexing of black people as controllable property in the legal archive is taken 
up in more detail in Chapter 4 of this dissertation.  
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battle would not be easy, however, and the social drama that ensued pit ground 

renters against labor organizers, legislators, lawyers, and other concerned citizens.  

 

 

Fig. 2.4. An advertisement for a landlord's sale of distrained items (Source: “Classified Ad,” Baltimore 
Sun, August 29, 1868).  

The debates over distraint played out in the pages of the Baltimore Sun and in 

convention halls around the city, as supporters and opponents made their cases for the 

repeal or preservation of the system. Those in favor of distraint argued that a 

subtenant’s possessions functioned as security on a lease. This fact justified the 

ground renter’s right to seize those possessions in the case of default despite having 

no legal claim to those items. J.B. Wentz, a lawyer writing to the Sun in 1892, 

suggested that repealing the ground renter’s right to distraint had vast and far-

reaching consequences. He argued that since distraint, a centuries-old mode of 

remediation reserved for landlords, was formalized in deeds, repealing it would 

menace the principle element of common law: the contract. Perhaps knowing full 

well that the perception of ground renters as indifferent, unreasonable, and harsh 

figures with somewhat mysterious reputations was unhelpful to their cause, Wentz 

attempted to reframe their identities to appeal to the sentimentality of common 

people. He asserted that the “young and active men” typically imagined as ground 

renters were, in fact, outnumbered “two to one” in ground rent holdings by “helpless 

women and children,” “old men,” “the weak-minded and crippled,” and “charitable 
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institutions,” whose livelihoods would be endangered by the repeal of distraint.117 

While Wentz’s rhetoric was based in half-truths, the compulsion to defend the 

system’s engineers revealed a marked insecurity concerning its makeup. It was also 

perhaps cynically deployed to dupe the collective “ordinary mind” of those who 

“fail[ed] to comprehend” the complexities of the legal system. Wentz concluded his 

editorial by pointing to a seemingly obvious and undebatable truth: distraint caused 

the subtenant no material harm. Indeed, those in favor of distraint commonly 

minimized the issue by contending that a subtenant could save his property by simply 

paying the ground rent fee himself, or otherwise reobtain his property through 

replevin when the debt was settled. George Sargeant of the Luzerne Land Company 

echoed Wentz’ sentiments, arguing, “In practice the present [distraint] law, as a rule, 

works without hardship to the tenant.”118  

Those opposed to distraint understood the situation much differently. James E. 

Brady, an accountant and concerned citizen writing to the Sun in 1900, argued that, 

contrary to opponents’ claims, distraint was used frequently and was extremely 

harmful to subtenants who often did not have the disposable capital to pay extra fees 

each month. According to Brady, rather than eject the tenant and recreate the ground 

lease for a potential loss, and rather than undergo a lengthy and expensive process of 

litigation, ground rent holders were much more likely to seek distress from 

subtenants. For Brady, distraint created and fostered class antagonism between 

                                                 
117 J.B. Wentz, “Letters from the People: Landlord and Tenant,” Baltimore Sun, April 
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118 “Ground Rent Distress: The Proposed Repeal Causes much Discussion,” 
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ground rent holders and working people. This antagonism created “a special class of 

indebtedness and [gave] the well-to-do an unfair advantage over the needy.”119 This 

class hierarchy was reproduced in the legislative arena where some legislators found 

the power of the ground renter difficult to broach. For instance, one commenter found 

the system of ground rents to be something of an impenetrable and obscure enterprise 

wherein tenants were cloistered in “flimsy and badly built dwellings” while the 

ground rent holder was “regarded as a sacred personage.”120 This veil of sacrosanct 

authority echoed the feudal origins of the ground rent system and would prove 

difficult for reformers to pierce in subsequent decades. On a more fundamental level, 

some opponents questioned why the practice of distraint existed in the first place. 

Richard Venable, a lawyer and partner with Venable, Baetjer & Howard, referred to 

distress as “one of the most curious survivals in the law.”121 The confusion as to the 

very existence of distraint would animate every subsequent controversy concerning 

ground rents. The further the system moved from its feudal origins, the less sense its 

persistence made to people.  

While some opponents kept critiques of distraint at the level of public 

discourse, at least one other seized the issue as part of a broad-based mobilization 

against monopoly capital in the city. In the 1870s, the Workingmen’s Party, the 

Marxist-inspired, labor-based organization, included the repeal of distraint in its first 

political platform. An analysis of the Party’s ideological principles reveals the degree 
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to which the development of class power among monopoly capitalists of the period 

had fostered an intense—if short-lived—working-class response that included among 

its chief concerns housing security and financial reform. Delivered in 1877, the 

Party’s platform prioritized the assumption of political office by members of the 

working-class. The speech detailing the platform laid the Party’s broad theoretical 

foundation while articulating its four specific policy demands, which included: the 

institution of an eight-hour work day, the abolition of convict labor, the regulation of 

public works contracts, and the elimination of distraint. In articulating the general 

aims of the Party, the platform situated the roots of these problems, not in labor itself, 

but in the gears of monopoly capitalism. They argued, “Our struggle is not against 

capital, which is but the accumulated product of labor, and is therefore dependent on 

labor for its existence. The contest is between the laborer on the one hand and the 

capital monopolist on the other. Between the producers and those who deprive them 

of a fair share of their productions.”122 The platform also called for equal rights for 

people of all races and genders but fell short of advocating for full and equal political 

participation. Instead, persons of color and women were exhorted to provide 

“assistance” to workingmen. Regarding women, the Party wished to preserve the 

order of the home and exhorted, “Mothers, sisters, we plead for your influence. The 

curse of oppression may reach your homes. Idleness and insufficient wages for us 

means suffering for you. It means scarcity of food for months within your keeping. It 

means no education to charges within your trust.”123 Despite the implicit racial and 
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gendered hierarchy established in the Workingmen’s Party’s platform, the document 

itself was illustrative of a multi-issue plan against monopoly capital that called for 

financial reform, legislative transparency, civil rights, and renters’ rights. Chief 

among its concerns was the housing security of the working-class, which was 

threatened by the ground rent holder’s ability to repossess property to which he never 

had legal claim.    

During this period of public debate, the effusive actions of renters, 

homeowners, laborers, and legislators managed to turn the tide against ground renters. 

In 1908, the General Assembly amended the Maryland General Code to include the 

following statement: “[The] goods and chattels of the innocent tenant who has paid 

his rent to the owner of the leasehold estate shall be exempt from distraint for ground 

rent if any due and owing to the ground rent landlord by the owner of the leasehold 

estate.” This early victory portended the retreat of ground renters back to anonymity 

for at least four decades as the system continued to exist relatively unchanged. More 

importantly, the social drama surrounding the conflict itself was illustrative of the 

power dynamics and strategies that governed subsequent controversies concerning the 

ground rent system. Specifically, the imperious “expertise” assumed by proponents, 

such as J.B. Wentz and George Sargeant who attributed the drama to ordinary 

people’s misunderstanding of the law, was a common rhetorical move deployed by 

so-called authorities on the subject. This expert position, coupled with the sacral 

power that tended to characterize ground renters, illustrates one of the core features of 

property rights: the objective impersonality of the system and its regulators. In the 

case of distraint, regulators embodied the notion that systems of property 
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management operated according to a given set of laws and customs whose legal bases 

were both sound and fair, when in fact they could be both confusing and imprecise—

or, more accurately, confusing because they were imprecise.  

The burden of altering such a self-legitimizing system fell to legislators, 

reformers, and organizers who faced the apparently impenetrable power of property 

and its tough legal foundations. The rhetoric and strategies deployed by opponents of 

distraint to pierce these foundations were replicated in subsequent controversies 

concerning ground rents. For instance, the characterization of distraint and the ground 

rent system it supported was that of a tool that fostered massive economic imbalance 

and was insured through gross abuses of justice. This characterization became 

primary for opponents in the future. In the case of distraint, the imbalances and 

injustices stemming from ground rents became the subjects of public rhetoric, 

editorial exposés, and fostered a groundswell of support that encouraged legislators to 

take action. These and similar tactics would be deployed by reformers in years to 

come. Additionally, the mobilization of grassroots interests occurred numerously 

throughout history whenever the system’s indiscretions landed within the arenas of 

public awareness. While none of these subsequent mobilizations were as Marxian as 

the Workingmen’s Party, their actions all focused on addressing the inequality 

engendered by the disproportionate claims to space and capital maintained by a 

monied group—a condition that Marx, Harvey, and the workingmen might chalk up 

to the consolidation of class monopoly capitalism. Mobilizing against the ground rent 

system proved difficult in every instance and became something with which many 

political bodies encountered difficulty.  
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Confusion at the Federal Level, 1956-1963 

  “Few intricacies of the law are more diabolically designed to baffle and 

befuddle than the Maryland system of ground rents.”124 – H.H. Walker Lewis 

 

In the decades following the distraint controversy, questions surrounding the 

fair taxation of ground rents emerged and put renewed attention on the financial 

device and its chief beneficiaries: builders. The following section unpacks and 

investigates a legal conundrum stemming from the issue of federal taxation in order 

to explore the tensions that emerged when the ground rent system came under the 

scrutiny of people and institutions not versed in its ambiguities or inconsistencies. 

These tensions almost always arose when federal agencies and programs fixed their 

gaze on Baltimore City’s real estate market. When such interventions occurred, the 

groups that safeguarded the class-monopoly interests of landholders proved to be 

well-organized and even managed to halt popular projects, including the urban 

redevelopment plans of the 1930s (see Chapter 4).  

This class power, as in the case of distraint, manifested in the legal expression 

of expertise in the regulation and defense of the ground rent system. No one knew 

more about ground rents than ground rent holders themselves, and they were often 

turned to for their expertise on the subject. However, when the question of federal 

taxation arose, another set of bureaucratic experts, the Internal Revenue Service 

(IRS), became intent on solving the riddle of ground rents and challenging builders. 

                                                 
124 H.H. Walker Lewis, “The Taxation of Maryland Ground Rents,” Maryland Law 
Review 3:4 (1939), 314-337.  
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They took builders to court and confronted the ground rent system using orthodox 

understandings of land law, particularly in regard to ownership. Who owns land in 

Baltimore City? This question governed the controversy, and the answer proved to be 

astoundingly complicated.  

For outsiders, the logic of the ground rent system’s composition clashed with 

commonsense understandings of “leases” and “mortgages.” This logic caused 

confusion concerning the ownership model established by the system—who owned 

the land, the builder or the homeowner? For Baltimore homeowners, there was almost 

no question that they owned the land. A homeowner in the city did not view his or her 

ground rent as “rent” in a traditional sense, but as another fee—akin to property taxes 

or utility bills—that accompanied the cost of homeownership. City and state 

legislation supported this view. On the other end, builders likely did not see 

themselves as—and certainly did not act like—owners of vast stretches of land in the 

city, but they did retain titles to the land upon which they built houses. In its analysis 

of the system, the IRS identified inconsistencies with this arrangement. If these 

ground rents were mortgages as homeowners and conventional wisdom dictated, then 

builders had a higher federal tax burden than they reported. When faced with this 

argument, builders doubled back and argued that ground rents were leases, not 

traditional mortgages. The tax burden imputed to builders rested on this classification, 

and they took to the courts to settle the issue. In court, the question became: did 

builders realize profit on the sale of land financed by ground rents? If the answer was 

yes, the IRS reasoned, builders should pay federal taxes on the full value of the land. 

In this scenario, a ground rent was a mortgage. Contrarily, if the answer was no, the 



 

 

106 
 

IRS reasoned, builders should not be compelled to pay federal taxes on the full value 

of the land. In this scenario, homeowners in Baltimore City were living on leased 

lands. If this was the case, then the tax deductions claimed by Baltimore homeowners 

on their ground rent payments were no longer allowable. Through a series of court 

cases, the IRS concluded that the latter option was true, setting off a panic that 

culminated in hurried legislation to allow homeowners to deduct their annual ground 

rent payments. Through an analysis of this panic, the relationship between property 

and law becomes one wherein expert knowledges are deployed politically to uncover 

“technicalities” that can be exploited by diverse groups. This panic characterizes how 

this relationship operates on the local level and offers insight into how technicality 

and classification work within the legal architectures of property.     

In the 1956 case Commissioner v. Simmers’ Estate, 125 the U.S. Court of 

Appeals found that builders were not required to pay earned income tax on the full 

value of ground rents because they were leases, not mortgages. The case involved an 

alleged deficiency in the reported income of Ralph Simmers, a homebuilder in the 

Baltimore region. According to the IRS, Simmers failed to pay taxes on nearly 

$200,000 worth of income between 1946 and 1950. The deficiency, according to the 

agency, came from a failure to pay taxes on profits made as a result of homes sold 

with ground rents. Because ground rents were typically considered mortgages, the 

IRS reasoned that the taxable gain of a leasehold home sale was equivalent to the 

cash received for the house plus the fair market value of the ground rent (i.e. its full 

                                                 
125 Commissioner of Internal Revenue v. Simmers’ Estate, 231 F.2d 909 (1956) 
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capitalized value).126 The Court sided with the builders and disagreed with the IRS’ 

assessment of the relationship between ground rents and profit. It countered that, 

because the builder financed the land to the homeowner for eternity, he did not realize 

a profit equal to the full value of the ground rent at the time of the sale. Therefore, the 

builder could not be taxed for the ground rent’s fair market value. Moreover, the court 

contended that the relationship between parties in a ground lease left an important 

legal interest with the ground rent holder that distinguished the transaction from a 

typical mortgage. For the Court, it was “perfectly clear that the relationship between 

the owner of the ground rent and the owner of the leasehold is historically and 

actually that of lessor and lessee.”127  

The Court revisited the Simmers’ case four years later in Welsh Homes, Inc. v. 

C.I.R. and supported a new method of assessing taxation developed by the IRS. While 

builders were required to assume a slightly higher tax burden, the Court maintained 

the basic premise of the Simmers’ case, which held that ground rents constituted 

leases. The Court’s decision was guided by the assumption that in the “transfer of a 

leasehold interest, the purchaser acquires and the builder retains an interest in both the 

lot and the building.”128 This assessment jibed well with how Marylanders had 

historically interpreted leasehold sales. While the builder (or ground renter) always 

maintained an interest in the lot and the building as a way to ensure payment, the 

homeowner acquired the land and held it subject to a fee, the principal of which could 

                                                 
126 As an example, if a home was sold for $14,000 with a $2,000 ground rent and cost 
$10,000 to construct, the builder sought to only pay taxes on $2,000 ($12,000 - 
$10,000).  
127 Ibid.  
128 Ibid.  
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be redeemed after five years. Federal interpretations of this arrangement, however, 

characterized it as proof that homeowners were not paying interest on a mortgage, but 

rent on a lease. In a 1960 report developed by the Treasury Department for the 

Committee on Ways and Means, the situation was summed up as follows,  

While in formal legal theory the holder of the ground rent is the owner 

of the land, in actual practice this ownership is a pure security device 

and the homebuyer pays the taxes, cares for the property subject to a 

mortgage, and in every way acts like an owner who has bought 

property subject to a mortgage…. In view of these [court] decisions 

rejecting the view that a ground rent arrangement is essentially the 

same as a mortgage transaction, the Internal Revenue Service will be 

required, unless remedial legislation is obtained, to deny many 

homeowners the annual deduction of ground rents as “interest” and 

will also be required to deny, at least in part, the deduction for real 

estate taxes paid on their homes.  

The Feds were unable to accept the ambiguous relation to land maintained by 

Baltimore City homeowners and outlined in the first two sentences of the Treasury 

Department’s summation. Instead, according to their interpretation, the Courts had 

rejected the notion that ground rents could be considered mortgages and had thus 

made Baltimore City homeowners into renters.  

Following this determination, the IRS moved against Baltimore City 

homeowners. They decided that, because ground rents established lessor-lessee 

relationships between ground lease holders and renters, ground rent payments, like all 
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rent payments, could not be deducted on federal income tax returns. This decision 

was met with outrage from Maryland lawmakers and homeowners who noted the 

enormous consequences the shift in policy would have on the region. In response to 

these protestations, the IRS relented and allowed homeowners to retain the ability to 

deduct their annual ground rent payments provided Congress pass a legislative 

amendment to the Internal Revenue Code.  

To this end, in August 1962, Baltimore Democrat Samuel Friedel shepherded 

a bill through the House that would unequivocally establish ground rent payments as 

interest payments akin to that of a mortgage. The bill, though popular, was killed in 

the Senate Finance Committee by Maryland Republican John Butler for failing to 

address the issues builders had been fighting in the courts. Following the decisions of 

Simmers’ and Welsh Homes, Butler sought to pass a bill that would both uphold the 

tax victories secured by builders in the Courts as well as allow homeowners to keep 

their deductions. Defending his actions to kill the bill, Butler argued, “[Passing the 

bill] would be the same as saying [to the homebuilders] you won in court but we are 

going to slam the door in your face without a hearing.”129 The bill’s defeat meant that 

homeowners would be unable to deduct their 1962 ground rent payments unless 

another bill was sped through Congress that retroactively made them tax deductible.  

In the next legislative session, Friedel again shepherded a bill through the 

House that amended the Internal Revenue Code of 1954 by adding a provision that 

rendered “any annual or periodic rental under a redeemable ground rent…as interest 

on an indebtedness secured by a mortgage.” In order to increase the bill’s chances of 

                                                 
129 “Ground Rent Defeat Laid to Butler,” Baltimore Sun, October 24, 1962.  
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moving quickly through Congress, there was no mention of tax deductions for 

builders. Despite a late addition in the Senate that sent the bill back to the House for 

amendment, the bill passed both houses of Congress and landed on President 

Kennedy’s desk on April 10, leaving homeowners who withheld their taxes five days 

to file.  

 This drama illuminates the possibilities inherent in the interplay between 

property interests and legal frameworks. The consequences of the courts’ decisions—

when viewed in relation to the motivations of the builders, the force exercised by the 

IRS, and the protestations of the homeowners—implicates the law in a totality of 

political relationships whose interests are dependent on its malleability. This 

malleability is an inherent feature of law that can be manipulated by groups whose 

political positions are enhanced through the uncovering of “loopholes” and 

“technicalities.” For instance, in seeking to generate the maximum amount of surplus 

in the creation of ground rents, builders argued for a seemingly benign legal 

reclassification that would enhance their profit without fundamentally altering the 

material reality of the arrangement between themselves and homeowners. This sort of 

practice is altogether common as capitalists generally aspire to increase profit through 

deregulation or the discovery of loopholes and technicalities. While these legal tools 

are typically characterized as anomalies in an otherwise airtight system, what would it 

mean to centralize the loophole and the technicality as the primary mode through 

which analyses of financial capitalism operate? In her analysis of global financial 

markets, Annelise Riles cautiously asserts just that by arguing that legal technicalities 

and the expertise that accompanies them are the “core of governance” rather than 
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aberrant features within an apolitical legal framework.130 The next section explores 

this notion further by analyzing how the realization of ground rent surplus 

necessitated the development of “legal fictions” in the cases of blockbusting and 

speculation.    

Blockbusting & Speculation  

Frank and Ethel Turner, an elderly black couple, lived on 412 Colvin Street, a 

rowhome in the East Baltimore neighborhood of Oldtown. The couple was evicted in 

1969 after the Bureau of Building Inspection declared their home to be “a firetrap and 

a hazard to its residents.”131 The couple had been living in the so-called “firetrap” 

since 1957. They paid $25 a week under the terms of a “contract of sale” made with 

Charles and Anna Logan, the home’s owners. After the home was deemed unlivable, 

the Turners’ attempts to sell it were thwarted by the realization that they did not, in 

fact, own the house despite having amassed $12,225 worth of payments over the 

course of their stay. According to city land records, the home was acquired in 1949 

by the Logans on a fee simple basis for $5. Though the Logans claimed that the 

property was sold to the Turners for $6,500 with an annual $90 ground rent, there is 

no record of such a transaction.132 Desperate and lacking a strong case against the 

Logans, the Turners turned to a legal aid office that helped them secure housing 

through Home Ownership Plan Endeavor, Inc. (HOPE), a short-lived nonprofit 

housing organization that rehabilitated slum housing using FHA monies with the 

                                                 
130 Annelise Riles, Collateral Knowledge, 228-232. 
131 “Couple ‘Buys’ House but Faces Eviction,” Baltimore Sun, December 14, 1967.  
132 When the Logans finally did sell the home in 1969, they did so for $5 on a fee 
simple basis. 
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intent of mortgaging it to buyers that traditional banks and credit corporations were 

unlikely to finance.133    

The story of Frank and Ethel Turner illustrates the momentous effects and 

developments that the practice of “blockbusting” had on realty practices, city 

demography, and the ability—or lack thereof—of black residents to develop long-

term equity through private real estate. Blockbusting refers to a practice wherein 

speculators entice black people to purchase homes in white neighborhoods. Typically, 

whites on those “busted blocks” begin to abandon their communities and sell their 

houses to the same speculators for discounts. The speculators then up-sell those same 

houses to black families and provide them with bogus “mortgages”—like the one 

obtained by Frank and Ethel Turner—that allow them to retain legal ownership of the 

homes, unbeknownst to the black purchasers.   

While definitive accounts on the local politics of blockbusting and 

neighborhood-based racist practice have been written,134 my focus on blockbusting in 

relation to ground rents specifically, and property generally, concerns the strategies 

and deployments of knowledge and legal expertise in its execution. The process of 

securing the consent of blacks, as in the case of the Turners, through the development 

and formalization of “contracts of sale” and other legal creations points to a twofold 

dynamic of property. First, the creation and presentation of contracts by blockbusters 

as signifiers of the final and authoritative quality of the law reveals the degree to 

                                                 
133 “Anti-Poverty Plan Pushed,” Baltimore Sun, April 5, 1966.  
134 See: W. Edward Orser, Blockbusting in Baltimore: The Edmonson Village Story 
(Lexington, University of Kentucky Press: 1994) and Pietila, Not in My 
Neighborhood. 
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which uneven knowledges surrounding legal form can be manipulated on the local 

level. The Turners believed that their contract of sale would eventually lead to 

homeownership. While this promise was implied in presentation, it was not true in 

actual fact, and their home was seized by their white landlords. This dynamic leads to 

the second aspect of property regulation: the power of documentation. An often-

overlooked feature of property, documentation, according to Riles, “makes possible a 

set of exchanges defined by a particular kind of legal expertise.”135 While Riles 

situates the centrality of these types of exchanges within the framework of “global 

private governance,” I argue that these exchanges are also central to the buttressing of 

white claims to landed property. The following section details the role documentation 

and expert knowledge played in blockbusting and land speculation by exploring the 

different types of documents and practices realtors used to finance homes and acquire 

property. Attention is also given to the ways these formalized practices consolidated 

class-monopoly power and incited political backlash that sought specifically to 

reform the ground rent system.  

Blockbusting, the practice of using the fear of black settlement in white 

neighborhoods to push out whites and sell their homes to blacks at extraordinary 

mark-ups, was enabled by the confluence of white racial fear, black desires to buy 

and own property, and the legal know-how of realtors. 136 To facilitate transactions 

and protect their investments, blockbusters and speculators relied on a class of 

documents known as “contracts of sale.” These contracts of sale took two forms: 

                                                 
135 Annelise Riles, Collateral Knowledge, 52.  
136 W. Edward Orser, Blockbusting in Baltimore.  
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land-installment contracts and lease-option contracts, both of which allowed realtors 

to offer loans to buyers without requiring down payments or high closing costs. In 

these arrangements, the realtor often retained title to the property, charged weekly 

fees, and could—and often did—add additional repair costs to the contract—

sometimes under their own initiative but oftentimes to satisfy the city’s Building 

Code (see Chapter 5). These additional costs extended the length of the term and the 

money obligation of the tenant. Though both methods of home-financing were 

heinously predatory, lease-option contracts were especially pernicious because they 

sometimes went unrecorded. This feature allowed realtors to easily renege on any 

promises to apply their tenants’ payments to the overall debt.137 This strategic use of 

documentation was representative of a legal technique that made possible the profit 

motivations of speculators. It was also a manifestation of class organization and 

expertise. For instance, each land installment contract bore some variation of the 

following declaration, “Published by the Real Estate Board of Greater Baltimore, 

Inc.” Some land installment contracts additionally contained the clause, “This form of 

Contract is published by the Real Estate Board of Greater Baltimore, Inc., as a service 

to its members.” Hence, the creation of these questionably legal—by the Real Estate 

Board’s own admission—documents was the result of the combined and targeted 

efforts of speculator-developers organized within their own associations.    

The collaborative ethos of realtors in the creation of contracts of sale extended 

to the speculative activities engaged by realtors in the purchase, creation, and sale of 

ground rents. These speculative activities were supported by legal techniques that 

                                                 
137 Ibid., 91-92.  
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could both formalize and mask the intentions of speculators, as well as the 

imprecision of “value” that, even for some builders, was impossible to determine vis-

à-vis land in the city.138 An early example of such speculation occurred in the 1930s, 

when solicitors sought to redeem ground rents in areas that had undergone increased 

property value assessments. Because ground rents were created over such long terms 

and were fairly difficult to alter once the deed was assigned to the lessee, ground rent 

values could easily fall below or exceed the value of the property in the 

neighborhoods in which they existed. In cases where ground rent values fell below 

prevailing land values, so-called “ground rent racketeers”139 would offer to help the 

leaseholder redeem their ground rent and recreate it to represent the area’s higher land 

values. The speculator would then sell the adjusted ground rent to another speculator 

or financial institution and pocket the difference. This speculative strategy relied on 

the disproportionate knowledge the speculator possessed over homeowners, as well as 

the somewhat arbitrary mechanisms of determining land values in the city.  

 Another legal strategy used by ground renters to facilitate speculative 

activities was the development of straw corporations. One such corporation, called 

“Straw Man, Inc.,” was blatantly described by a lawyer as a “legal fiction,” 140 which 

existed purely to allow realtors to create a third party through which property could 

be transferred. Established in 1938, Straw Man, Inc. allowed interested parties to 

                                                 
138 In explaining the system of ground rents at a hearing of the Housing Judiciary 
Committee in 1947, members of the Home Builders Association of Maryland 
reportedly began their remarks by stating that “ground rents have nothing to do with 
the value of land. The ground rent is a method of financing.” From: “Others Study 
Ground Rents,” Baltimore Sun, February 12, 1947.  
139 Kaufman, “The Maryland Ground Rent,” 1940.  
140 “‘Legal Fiction’ is used in Property Transfers,” Baltimore Sun, October 15, 1969.   
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serve as vice presidents of the organization for an annual fee of $10. As vice 

presidents, they were empowered to authorize real estate transactions between Straw 

Man, Inc. and other organizations (Fig. 2.5). To create ground rents on speculatively-

acquired properties, realtors would authorize a series of transactions using the straw 

corporation to ensure that the ground rent could be legally established.  

For instance, on October 11, 1967, Fait Realty Company made four separate 

transactions to create a ground rent on their newly acquired property, 3518 Garrison 

Avenue. In the first transaction, Fait Realty acquired the property on a fee simple 

basis from Zelda Fox for $5. In the second transaction, the company leased the 

property to Straw Man, Inc. By leasing the property, Fait Realty was able to create a 

$96 annual ground rent and convert the property from a fee simple dwelling into a 

leasehold. Once this conversion was accomplished, the third transaction saw Straw 

Man, Inc. transfer the property to Fait Realty through a deed of assignment, which 

gave the company ownership of the leasehold. In the fourth and final transaction, Fait 

Realty transferred the deed to the home, ground rent intact, to Melvin C. Paul and 

Jerome Silbiger, the latter being the president of Fait Realty (Fig. 2.6). The company 

would go on to sell the home in 1973 for $7,500 using a standard land installment 

contract. While the series and order of transactions may have varied, the basic manner 

of using Straw Man, Inc. to facilitate the creation (or recreation) of leasehold 

properties was used by many speculators. These actions were emblematic of both the 

legal expertise necessary to satisfy the class interests of speculators, as well as the 

class power developed through coalitional ties and unity of purpose.   
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Fig. 2.5. A series of transactions made between Fait Realty, Inc. and Straw Man, Inc. in October 1967 
(Source: MDLANDREC, Baltimore Superior Court Records (Block Book), 1967-1976, 4551-4584, pg. 
129).   

 

Fig. 2.6. The seal of Straw Man, Inc. (Source: MDLANDREC, Baltimore City Superior Court (Land 
Records, 1967-1976, JFC 2285, pg. 176).  

These speculative practices, when unearthed, drew the ire of legislators and 

activists alike. Historically, the critiques of ground rents’ speculative character 

emerged decades before the introduction of straw corporations and blockbusting. For 

instance, during the distraint controversy of the early-twentieth century, reformers 

seized on the bad publicity of the system and objected to the ways ground rents were 

deployed by developers and financers. Some believed—even then—that ground rents 

had outlived their original purpose of providing homeownership opportunities to low-
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income families. Instead, they observed, that ground rents were becoming a business 

unto themselves that prioritized creating rents for rents’ sake. Indeed, ground rent 

holdings often became key pieces of revenue in financial portfolios, including the 

portfolio of the city government, which was known to pay debt service on city bonds 

using a sinking fund partially comprised of ground rents.141 Others believed that 

ground rents encouraged dangerous speculative activity. Following the Great 

Baltimore Fire of 1904, one city councilman suggested changing the redemption term 

from five years to six months, reasoning that landowners in places like the burnt 

district could sit on land until realtors decided to develop the burnt district, at which 

point they could create a ground rent that would allow them to absorb steady 

payments without having to produce any added value.142  

Ground rents survived these inquiries and continued to defy reformers at both 

the legislative and community levels, primarily because of the machinations of class-

monopoly power. In light of blockbusting in the 1950s, one representative proposed 

that ground rent values be frozen. This freeze would disallow the creation of new 

ground rents at higher prices. Community associations lobbied for legislation to 

drastically reform the system. The United Organizations of Hamilton, a coalition of 

community associations from Northeast Baltimore, lobbied for the system’s total 

removal. The group, led by J. Rowland Kraft, was concerned that the rising costs of 

ground rents through speculative activities would create an undue burden on 

                                                 
141 "Our Debt and Sinking Fund," Baltimore Sun, March 22, 1889. The city would 
continue the practice of using city bonds in conjunction with ground rents for several 
decades.  
142 "Says They Retard City," Baltimore Sun, January 31, 1906. 
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Marylanders. They demanded that ground rents be made immediately redeemable and 

that ground rent holders be required to pay taxes on their property. According to 

Kraft, “The present ground-rent law benefits a handful of millionaire parasites while 

subjecting thousands of working people to economic slavery.”143 Like the 

Workingmen’s Party before them, the United Organizations of Hamilton prioritized 

property reform as key to addressing issues of inequality and housing insecurity and 

viewed ground rents as a financial device uniquely illustrative of enormous class 

division.    

The cumulative effects of these speculative practices and the coalitional 

response to them were: the production of a vastly uneven residential geography, the 

curtailment of many black homeowners’ abilities to develop equity, and the extraction 

of surplus by realtors who preyed on racial hatred. These effects were attributed, in 

part, to speculators’ manipulation of expert knowledge and the creation of 

documentation to actualize that knowledge in land transfers. While much has been 

written about blockbusting, little has been written about ground rents’ relation to the 

practice, which in many ways dictated the filing methods of speculators and required 

an elevated level of legal artistry. For instance, to maintain ground rents on properties 

at the time of acquisition, speculators formed legal intermediaries through which such 

business could be legally carried. These intermediaries allowed for the conservation 

of ground rents on transferred properties, the creation and recreation of ground rents 

on speculatively-identified properties, and the preservation of speculators’ anonymity. 

The convention of using such intermediaries revealed both the collaborative 

                                                 
143 “Ground-Rents System Scored,” Baltimore Sun, June 26, 1961. 
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dimensions of class power as well as the degree to which technicality played a key 

role in the proliferation of property rights. To realize profit within the strictures of 

city law, speculators arranged techniques within the existing legal architecture to 

satisfy their political motivations.  

In addition to this practice, speculation on ground rents was illustrative of the 

financial dimensions of value. Through an assessment of variables that might affect 

the value of land, including the neighborhood in which the land was located, the 

inflation of prices, the value of the home, and the racial demography of a community, 

speculators attempted to extract surplus from ground rents in ways that were 

altogether unproductive but enabled by a robust secondary market. These practices, 

though effective, did not go unnoticed by the general public, which mobilized to 

redress the abuses wrought by speculators. Unlike the Workingmen’s Party, which 

aimed to seek formal political office, the group that formed in this case was a 

coalition of community associations—the building blocks of Baltimore City 

community activism that exist to this day. Though unsuccessful, their efforts against 

the combined powers of ground renters employed similar tactics as the 

Workingmen’s Party yet went one step further by calling for the wholesale abolition 

of the ground rent system. In the following decades, the robustness of the ground rent 

system would fade as the tools proved to be less profitable than they had been at 

previous moments.  

A Low Period, 1969-2000 

After a major snafu with the Internal Revenue Service and calls for its 

abolition, the ground rent system retreated into its lair of anonymity. The 1960s 
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would close with one final assertion from the speculator-developers. This time, their 

opponent was city government. In Heritage Realty v. City of Baltimore, 144 11 

petitioners charged that the city, in acquiring private land for public use, violated 

ground rent agreements by negotiating discounted terms for redemption or outright 

condemning property. These practices allowed the city to secure unencumbered title 

to land on terms different from the ones established in the initial ground rent 

agreements. The petitioners argued that, if, as the IRS and numerous court decisions 

concluded, a ground rent was a mortgage, then the city was bound to honor the terms 

of the mortgage as a legal contract and provide ground rent holders their just 

compensation for condemned lands. The Circuit Court, in assessing the situation, 

upheld that a ground rent agreement was indeed a mortgage, but stopped short of 

concluding, as the petitioners did, that this condition implied that there was no 

flexibility in determining compensation. The Court chose its words very carefully in 

levying a decision in favor of the city, perhaps remembering the legal snag some 

years earlier stemming from myriad legal interpretations of its decision, and even 

provided a disclaimer that everyone party to a ground rent dispute must “consider the 

difficulties that have confronted courts when an attempt is made to articulate these 

rights in language meaningful to persons other than skilled conveyancers or legal 

historians.”145 The Court sided with the city who was thus empowered to condemn or 

negotiate compensation when securing property for public use.  

                                                 
144 Heritage Realty v. City of Baltimore, 248 A.2d 898 (Md. 1969) 
145 Ibid.  



 

 

122 
 

By the 1970s, perhaps the biggest realization concerning the peculiar system 

was its declining usefulness. While some speculators held onto the notion that ground 

rents were a valuable investment because of their fixed annual yields, others began to 

question their utility. The Savings Bank of Baltimore, which had invested millions of 

dollars in ground rents, began to offer its lessees payment plans with favorable terms 

to redeem their ground rents. In cases where lessees chose not to redeem them, the 

banks could sell their ground rent holdings in bundles at discounted rates. The 

declining value of ground rents was attributable to increasing construction costs, new 

financing methods, rising inflation, and soaring interest rates. Mayer, in his historical 

inquiry into the system, noted a similar decline in value in the late-nineteenth century. 

He observed, “As a century is a long time to look ahead, so the increase in the value 

of land and the complications which have since arisen in the matter of these ground 

rents were not within the ken of the original proprietors.”146 A similar occurrence 

came to pass in the 1970s as property values fluctuated to coincide with the massive 

shifts in the city’s economy, and ground rents became much less profitable. Their 

diminishing profitability, combined with their laborious system of documentation, 

made them less appealing to some financiers. Others used this weak market as an 

excuse to accrue more. Banks sought to capitalize ground rents and use the gains for 

investment in higher-yielding financial instruments. At the turn of the millennium, 

ground rents had been all but forgotten as tools that had once been instrumental in 

creating affordable housing. Their declining usefulness, however, did not mean that 

they disappeared. Ground rents remained glommed onto the city’s land. In some 

                                                 
146 Lewis Mayer, Ground Rents in Maryland, 57.  
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cases, they were paid automatically through escrow accounts tied to a homeowner’s 

mortgage. In other cases, homeowners did not even know they had ground rent 

obligations. As parts of the city began to rebound and gentrification took root, the 

devices would emerge to torment this latter group.    

Ejection, 2000-2014 

 On June 15, 2003, a worried reader of the Baltimore Sun contacted the 

newspaper concerning a legal matter to which he had no basis of understanding. The 

Sun detailed his dilemma as follows,  

A reader writes that he owns property in Baltimore that is subject to a 

$90 annual ground rent, payable in semiannual installments of $45. 

When the ground rent became more than one year past due, the reader 

received a certified letter from a lawyer from the ground rent owner 

demanding payment of more than three times that amount and outlined 

a series of charges and expenses, including lawyer fees, inspection 

costs and interest. The lawyer threatened to file a ground rent 

ejectment proceeding after 30 days if the demand for payment was not 

met. The reader sent the lawyer a check for $90, which was returned 

because it did not include the additional costs. He claims he was never 

billed for the $45 ground rent installments, questions the added 

expenses and wants to know if what happened is legal.147 

                                                 
147 “Ground Renter Gets Unpleasant Demand from Owner,” Baltimore Sun, June 15, 
2003. 
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The sequence of events outlined in the Sun detailed a scenario that became all-too-

familiar in the early-2000s. A ground rent lessee would fall behind on his or her 

payments. Once in arrears, the ground rent holder could seek legal recourse against 

the tenant. This process created a barrage of charges, including lawyer fees, late fees, 

and interest that could turn a comparatively small semi-annual payment into a 

substantial one. If tenants failed to pay the bloated sum of these fees, they could 

become subject to an “ejectment,” a somewhat archaic legal term used to describe the 

removal of a party from real property.  

 The inclusion of the ground renters’ right of ejection in ground leases was 

common. In a standard Baltimore ground lease, the ejection clause stated some 

variation of, “[If] said rent shall be in arrear for six months then the said body 

corporate, its successors, or assignees may re-enter upon the premises hereby demised 

and hold the same as if this Lease had never been made.” This clause was almost 

identically reproduced in the lease made between Fait Realty and Straw Man, Inc. in 

1967 save for the inclusion of “personal representatives” as additional parties 

empowered to carry out the ejectment proceedings on behalf of the realty group. 

Tellingly, the use of the term “ejectment,” from a definitional standpoint, is 

emblematic of the ground rent’s ambivalent character and colonial lineage. Although 

a tenant defaults on a ground rent, as the historic battles over the legal composition of 

the devices indicate, the word “eviction” is not suitable when describing a 

repossession because the function of the device is more akin to a mortgage than it is 

to a lease. However, in the case of a mortgage default, the legal term most commonly 

used to describe a removal is “foreclosure.” Yet, while ground rents enjoy the legal 
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distinction of being considered mortgages, their divergence from a classical mortgage 

has been documented in the historical and legal records ad nauseam. The term 

“ejectment,” then, symbolizes the nuances and colonial heritage of the ground rent 

system itself. According to Henry Campbell Black, the namesake of Black’s Law 

Dictionary, ejectments originated in ejectione firme, a process by which lessors were 

able to recoup damages from lessees who trespassed on their lands or tenements. It 

was a “mixed action,” which meant that the filer of an ejectment sought both the 

retention of his property as well as monetary remuneration for damages. In some 

cases, if such remuneration was not possible, or if the lessor was so disposed, the 

tenants’ property would be destroyed. Ejectments were often used in cases where land 

titles were in dispute, including cases of inheritance.148 

 Ejectment’s historical application in settling trespassing disputes and 

hereditary claims is relevant to its application in Baltimore City as an instrument of 

gentrification deployed at the turn of the millennium. As ground rents lay dormant on 

the land beneath unsuspecting homeowners’ floorboards, the city underwent 

remarkable shifts. Between 1970 and 2000, the overall population in the city 

decreased by 28 percent. Fifty-seven percent of the white population left the city, 

while the black population remained roughly the same. The economy transformed 

from one based in manufacturing to one based in tourism and a burgeoning service 

industry. As the new millennium approached, home values began to rebound in 

certain areas of the city as gentrification took root. One such area, Southwest 
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Baltimore’s Washington Village (known to the locals as “Pigtown”), was home to an 

early incident involving ejectment due to ground rent default. On June 2, 2005, Sun 

reporters Lorraine Mirabella and Jamie Smith Hopkins reported the story of Tuyet T. 

Nguyen, a Vietnamese émigré who came to the U.S. in 1989 with her seven children. 

The family purchased a mixed-use home and convenience store in Pigtown in 1997 

for $55,000. After heart problems left her unable to work, Tuyet moved across the 

street and leased the upstairs apartment to a tenant. During this period, the ground 

rent holders, Irvin and Sharon Caplan, notified the Nguyen’s of their intention to seek 

an ejectment. The ejectment notices were sent to an address in Lanham, Maryland, 

where the Nguyen’s used to live before relocating to Baltimore. Unbeknownst to the 

Nguyen’s, the home had been successfully repossessed by the Caplan’s, who sold it at 

a public auction for $98,000. Nguyen’s ground rent obligation was only $120.  

This case was one of many reported by the Sun during these years. For 

instance, in December 2006 an exposé entitled “On Shaky Ground,” written by 

reporters Fred Schulte and June Arney, was published to much outrage. During their 

investigation of the ground rent system, the reporters found that motions to seize 

homes occurred over 4,000 times between 2000 and March 2006. Of those 4,000 

motions, 521 resulted in ejectment. The number of lawsuits rose dramatically in the 

late-1990s as ground rent holders and other speculators divined ways to cheaply 

acquire properties in neighborhoods of color that were undergoing urban 

revitalization and white resettlement. In one case, Thelma Parks, a 56-year old black 

woman, was ejected from her home in historically black Druid Heights. The house 

was sold to an investment company for $70,000, who then resold it six months later 
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for almost twice as much. In their investigation of the real estate practices deployed 

by ground renters, the reporters also found that trusts comprised of family estate 

holdings were in many cases responsible for ejectment filings. One family, the 

Nochumowitzes, were responsible for the seizure of 70 properties through ejectments, 

which they sold for a total of $1.4 million.149 In a map (see Fig. 2.7) developed by 

Sun cartographer Christine Fellenz, the ejectment filings are shown to be concentrated 

primarily in the black neighborhoods of East and West Baltimore. In the marginalia 

of the map, Fellenz also notes that incidences of ejectment increased with property 

values. If not a casual factor, at the very least, this trend demonstrated that property 

was changing hands in communities of color as home values did, effectively 

precluding some working people and persons of color from realizing the outcomes of 

those gains.   

                                                 
149 Fred Schulte and June Arney, “The New Lords of the Land,” Baltimore Sun, 
December 11, 2006. 
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Fig. 2.7. Map of property owners sued in ground rent-related claims (Source: Fred Schulte, June 
Arney, and Christine Fellenz [cartographer], “On Shaky Ground,” December 10, 2006).  

The uncovering of the ejectment scandal led to calls imploring the Maryland 

legislature to tighten the reigns on ground renters. A public meeting at the city’s 

Polytechnic Institute drew over 200 people who voiced their displeasure with the 
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system and its abusers. Because of similar instances of public outcry and considerable 

pressure, largely due to Sun reporting, members of the General Assembly and 

incoming Democratic governor Martin O’Malley strategized ways to reform the 

system. At a closed session in early January, Maryland legislators planned their 

response to the scandal. Out of this meeting emerged a series of proposed alterations 

to the system, which included the abolition of ejectment, a limit to the amount of 

legal fees which could be charged by ground renters, a system to help homeowners 

finance the redemption of their ground rents, and a requirement that ground renters 

register their holdings with a state agency. This latter suggestion would hopefully 

curtail scenarios in which homeowners became subject to late fees levied by a ground 

renter with whom they were unfamiliar, but who nevertheless maintained legal claim 

to the property. Legislators would present these reforms during 2007’s legislative 

session, which ended on April 9. The bills would not reach O’Malley’s desk until 

May, so an emergency measure to prohibit the creation of new future ground rents 

was passed in February and signed by the governor in March.  

The other measures were introduced as bills with overwhelming bipartisan 

support. These bills were guided by the legislature’s desire to relax the draconian 

enforcement measures used by ground renters to secure compensation for overdue 

payment. As such, their approach manifested in three objectives. First, they wished to 

limit the amount of fees that could accrue due to overdue payment. In one of the most 

extreme cases, a man who had lived in his Canton home for over five decades was 

forced to pay $18,000 in fees to save his home from ejectment. To curb this practice, 

the new laws required that ground renters comply with more diligent notification 
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standards and capped the total amount of collectible fees at $1,500, which included 

late rent charges, judgement report fees, filing fees, attorney’s fees, and other 

miscellaneous fees. Second, reformers wished to eliminate the practice of ejectment. 

This objective was much easier said than done and required that legislators ensure 

that the bill could not be construed as an illegal curtailment of the property rights of 

ground renters. Legislators employed the help of the state attorney general, archivists, 

and legal historians to ensure that the bill would hold up in court during the inevitable 

lawsuits to follow its passage. Finally, legislators wanted eventually to eliminate the 

system of ground rents altogether. This objective could not be accomplished through 

legislative decree because such a decree would most certainly be deemed an 

unconstitutional confiscation of ground renters’ property. Instead, the Assembly 

forwarded a plan to slowly phase ground rents out of existence by helping tenants 

redeem them. This solution was an attractive one because it would both eliminate the 

system and compensate ground renters. The bill drafted to accomplish this goal 

empowered the Maryland Home Financing Program, a housing service that extended 

low-interest loans to low-income homeowners, to provide loans to people seeking to 

redeem their ground rents.  

Ground renters and their advocates did not stand idly by as the system was 

gutted of its enforcement structure. Ground renters protested changes to the system by 

testifying before senate hearings, hiring lobbyists to advocate on their behalves, and 

forming an alliance called the Ground Rent Owners Coalition (GROC) to present a 

unified front in the public eye. While there was little resistance to most of the 

measures passed by the Assembly, the two measures that were most alarming for 
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ground renters were the proposed registry, which would require them to pay per 

ground rent registration, and the abolition of ejectment. Regarding the latter, ground 

renters argued that ejectment was a crucial method to compel timely payments. This 

view was guided by the assumption that people were unlikely to pay their debts 

willingly. In a statement responding to the bill, GROC contended, “Tenants are no 

longer likely to pay ground rents unless they are good people who naturally pay their 

bills. However, there are many tenants who will not pay ground rent voluntarily.”150  

Furthermore, in defending the right of ejectment, ground renters accused the Sun of 

having stacked the deck against their interests by attributing the actions of the few to 

the many and using scant anecdotal evidence to do so. In this vein, ground renters and 

their advocates, channeling J.B. Wentz, attempted to rearticulate the popular 

characterizations that portrayed them as uncaring, indifferent, and profit-hungry. One 

representative offered, “I have a little old lady in my district who lives in a retirement 

home, and this is her income. I just worry this is going to eat up her livelihood.”151 

Another ground renter viewed the legislation’s language as containing a “punitive” 

tone that belied the fact that, “The people who own [ground rents] are honorable 

people.”152   

Ground renters’ protestations proved to be futile as most of the Assembly and 

the governor were determined to reform the system. By April, the legislature had 

passed a host of bills, including a ban on ejectment and a requirement that ground 

                                                 
150 June Arney, “Ground Rent Bills Assailed,” Baltimore Sun, March 5, 2007. 
151 Andrew Green and Laura Smitherman, “Ground Rent Bills Advance,” Baltimore 
Sun, March 21, 2007. 
152 Laura Smitherman, “Ground Rent Curb Urged,” Baltimore Sun, February 23, 
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renters register their ground rents with the State Department of Assessments and 

Taxation (SDAT). Perhaps expectedly, ground renters refused to accept the legislative 

determinations of the Assembly. In one startling move that was condemned even by 

the Real Estate Board of Greater Baltimore, ground renters began to file voluminous 

ejectment suits ahead of the ban, which took effect July 1. In June alone, 300 

ejectment suits were filed with the Circuit Court, and 154 of those were filed on the 

Friday before July 1.153 Ground renters also protested the Assembly’s laws in the 

courts where they managed to overturn the legislative determinations made in relation 

to mandatory registration and ejectment. In Muskin v. State Department of 

Assessments and Taxation, the Court ruled against the state’s mandatory registration 

law based on established Maryland prohibitions concerning “the retrospective 

application of statutes that lead to the abrogation of vested rights and the taking of 

property without just compensation.”154 In State v. Golberg, the Court used similar 

logic to invalidate the State’s ban on ejectment, noting that the ban constituted an 

“abrogation of vested rights,” which “the Legislature may not abolish 

retrospectively.”155 

Conclusion  

 For all the confusion presented by ground rents, what becomes exceedingly 

clear in narrating their historical transmutations is the persistence of “whiteness as 

                                                 
153 June Arney, “Ground-Rent Owners Rush to File Suits,” Baltimore Sun, July 1, 
2007. 
154 Charles Muskin, Trustee v. State Department of Assessments and Taxation, 13 
A.3d 798 (2011). 
155 State of Maryland v. Stanley Goldberg, et al. 85 A.3d 231 (2014). 
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property.” Established in the wake of Native genocide to capitalize land and generate 

perpetual value, ground rents served as the basis upon which whiteness sutured itself 

to the urban landscape in Baltimore. The series of controversies that emerged 

involving ground rents periodically throughout the city’s history represented a few 

things worth noting. First, in the abstract debates in the press and in the court system, 

the nature of ground rent regulation revealed the degree to which the legal archive is 

an imprecise and fundamentally mutable set of precedents wherein class power is 

continually articulated, negotiated, and protected. With calls to abolish the system in 

the 1890s around questions of distraint and speculation, in the 1960s under similar 

concerns, and in the early-aughts following the ejectment scandal, the system 

continues to survive into the present because of the legal protections inherent in 

property rights, which in and of themselves are structured in and by whiteness in a 

U.S. context. The nature of property rights is important to note, as the vested 

privileges inherent in their constitution become foundational for white assertions of 

racial exclusion and black containment in the subsequent chapters of this dissertation.  

Second, juxtaposed next to the mutability of black relationships to city space, 

ground rents represent the solidity of white positionality in the property market. To 

foreshadow the next three chapters of this dissertation, as whiteness was rooted in the 

very fabric of Baltimore City through eternal and relatively inscrutable claims to the 

city, the relationship between blackness and property constituted almost the total 

opposite. Whiteness represented an agentic relationship over property while 

blackness, as articulated through cultural assessments of black daily life and in 

disciplinary policies, became almost synonymous with property as that which could 
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be surveilled, moved, excluded, and articulated as “menace,” “nuisance,” and 

“hazard.” It is to this historical legacy that we now turn.  
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Chapter 3: A Black Plague: Constructing & Regulating the 
“Negro Menace” in Jim Crow Baltimore 

Introduction  

In December 1921, the Baltimore Afro-American obtained a flyer that had 

been circulating in East Baltimore’s eighth ward in the lead-up to that year’s local 

elections. The eighth ward was comprised of the white working-class neighborhoods 

of Belair-Edison and Berea and was situated just south of the newly built Morgan 

College,156 an all-black university. Because of the college’s proximity to the eighth 

ward, its white residents became incensed by the prospect of black settlement and 

exhorted their neighbors to create community agreements that would prohibit the 

transfer of property to potential black homeowners. The circular read,    

READ! THINK! TALK IT OVER WITH YOUR NEIGHBORS! 

Protect your home against depreciating influences. The property 

owners in Northwest Baltimore do it by agreeing with each other not 

to sell their property to NEGROES, such agreements are placed on 

record in the Record Office in the Court House. That shows that the 

NEGRO MENACE is not a campaign boog-a-boo but that it is real.157 

While there is much to say regarding this circular’s association of blackness with the 

perceived value of property, that subject is taken up in the following chapter of this 

dissertation.   

                                                 
156 Now Morgan State University.  
157 “Protect your Home,” Baltimore Afro-American, December 9, 1921.  
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This chapter, instead, focuses on the circular’s invocation of the so-called 

“Negro Menace” and what that meant during this period to argue that the securement 

of white neighborhoods, particularly white property, was accompanied by and 

emerged in parallel development with the criminalization of black neighborhoods 

through cultural critiques of black life and morality. As a strategy of containment, the 

process of criminalizing Baltimore’s black neighborhoods was accomplished through 

the twin processes of articulation and management. By this I mean, the articulation 

of the Negro Menace as a social problem was conducted through outlets of 

specialized and popular discourse, including Progressive publications, academic texts, 

and newsprint, which then justified the management of the problem that these texts 

discursively constructed. This process, which began around the late-nineteenth 

century, commenced as a result of a black population influx in the cities of the urban 

North commonly known as the Great Migration.  

 At the turn of the century, as black people began migrating in large numbers 

to the cities of the urban North, metropoles such as New York, Chicago, and 

Philadelphia experienced sharp increases in their black populations and, as a result, 

began contending with the complications of racial coexistence. Though Baltimore did 

not experience comparably significant increases in its black population, the city, 

nevertheless, became one of many around the nation to turn its attention to the 

question of racial coexistence and what became known as the so-called Negro 

Menace. This chapter sketches the contours of the Negro Menace and how it affected 

Baltimore City’s black residents though an engagement with racial empiricism, 

newsprint, and criminalizing legislation.  
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To this end, I analyze the Negro Menace as a “discursive formation,” to quote 

Foucault. This concept refers to a “system of dispersion” through which attitudes, 

ideas, and ways of understanding are developed.158 The development of these ideas 

are codified through continual reproduction and become “regularities,” or 

commonsense understandings in the public mind that determine how subjects are 

constructed and regulated. During this period of the city’s history, black people 

became commonly understood as dangerous, listless, and anti-social. This latter term 

is applied broadly to refer to “society” in its most genteel sense—as a 

heteronormative, monogamous, and patriarchal set of relations to which black 

Baltimoreans were seen as anathema. Through continual reproductions of black 

dysfunction, particularly black crime and the early drug trade, academia, journalism, 

and the law combined to demonize and criminalize black people and geographies in 

the city—constructing, in effect, the Negro Menace.   

To piece this discursive formation together, I examine evidence from diverse 

sources, including Progressive publications, Baltimore Sun reportage, and state and 

city legislation. In doing so, this chapter charts how, in the first decade of the 

twentieth century, blackness in Baltimore came to be understood as dangerous and 

innately uncontrollable—an epidemic that, if left unaddressed, would spill over into 

white neighborhoods and tarnish white property—as the direct result of emancipation. 

The chapter is structured in four sections. The first section examines the national and 

local debates surrounding black adaption to urban life. This section details how 

                                                 
158 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge & the Discourse on Language 
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Baltimore’s Progressive theorists characterized the Negro Menace. Reformers, 

particularly reformers in Baltimore where southern attitudes were deeply entrenched 

in the city’s life, 159 understood black people to have become violently uprooted from 

tight social controls as a result of emancipation. This violent upheaval thrust blacks 

into the unfamiliar realm of freedom where base sexual activity and criminality were 

the only perceived logical results. These ideas, though barely justified by empirical 

evidence, were validated by the growing authority of urban social science and became 

examples of what I call “racial knowledge.” Racial knowledge, in this context, refers 

to the compilation and presentation of data cataloguing the unique racial differences 

that distinguished population groups through empirical investigations into the habits, 

social customs, and behaviors that prevailed in their daily lives. 

The second section analyzes a key text in the legitimation of racial knowledge 

in Baltimore: Janet Kemp’s famous Housing Conditions in Baltimore report. Kemp’s 

report has become a lauded document in historical accounts of Baltimore’s 

Progressive Movement. For instance, historian Linda Shopes used the document in 

                                                 
159 Baltimore’s unique geographic identity distinguished it from many other northern 
cities, such as New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia, which were scrutinized as part 
of an increasing Progressive preoccupation with black settlement in the North. Unlike 
these cities, Baltimore’s developmental identity has always been typified by its 
distinctive mix of southern culture and northern industry. The results of such a mix 
are numerous. For the purposes of this chapter, the city’s long history of surveilling 
and policing black neighborhoods had been deeply entrenched long before the Great 
Migration of the early-1900s, which augmented the black populations of other 
northern cities. Evidence of this long history of policing emerges in Baltimore’s 
pioneering residential segregation and narcotics regulations, which endeavored to 
constrict black people’s social mobility. See: Joseph L. Arnold, “Baltimore: Southern 
Culture and a Northern Economy,” in Snowbelt Cities: Metropolitan Politics in the 
Northeast and Midwest since World War II, ed. Richard M. Bernard (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1990), 25-39.   
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her discussion of Polish working-class development in Fells Point to highlight how 

white immigrants valued the creation of “orderly, purposeful life [that] extended 

outside the home into the larger community.”160 While this assessment is likely 

accurate, it only presents half the story. Through a comparative racial framework, I 

analyze how Kemp’s detailing of white working-class families as “heroic” was 

counterpoised to their fellow black city-dwellers, whom Kemp found to possess “low 

standards,” an “absence of ideals,” and “irregular life and habits.”161 The report 

exemplifies how racial knowledge was deployed by Progressive reformers to assert 

that, unlike whites, blacks were less likely to escape poverty because of deficiencies 

in their perceived cultural values and ancestry. For these reformers, blacks’ cultural 

habits, instead of poising them to successfully assimilate into civil life, positioned 

them to become criminals in the city’s slum districts.  

To exemplify how these outlets of racial knowledge were legitimated, co-

constituted, and reproduced in the public imaginary, the third section of this chapter 

takes up one of the most visible and damning crusades against black people in early-

twentieth century Baltimore—the war on cocaine. This section analyzes how 

Baltimore Sun journalism constructed the figure of the “dope fiend” and “drug 

dealer” through exhaustive and anthropological forays into the city’s black 

neighborhoods and early drug trade. Through close readings of various exposés and 

                                                 
160 Linda Shopes, “Fells Point: Community and Conflict in a Working-Class 
Neighborhood,” in Elizabeth Fee, Linda Shopes, Linda Zeidman, eds., The Baltimore 
Book: New Views of Local History (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), 
137.  
161 Janet Kemp, Housing Conditions in Baltimore: A Study (Baltimore: Charity 
Organization Society, 1907). 
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dramas, this section identifies three discursive regularities that emerged in newsprint 

concerning the cocaine trade. First, it discusses how the techniques of racial 

knowledge—including statistical analyses of crime and cultural predilections 

masquerading as psychological diagnoses—began to emerge in newsprint. Second, it 

analyzes how portrayals of cocaine use were racialized and gendered in ways that 

reaffirmed emergent understandings of black men and women. Third, it analyzes how 

city geography became animated by stories of black depravity in a poor mixed-race 

community known as “The Pot” in Central Baltimore.  

The fourth and final section serves as a bridge between this chapter and the 

next. The construction of empirical and popular understandings of the Negro Menace 

did not simply demonize black people in Baltimore; it also led to concrete legislation 

and policy that served to regulate the problem that the development of these 

understandings, in part, created. To highlight this dynamic, this section analyzes the 

1908 passage of Swann’s Cocaine Ordinance, the first law in the city’s history to 

criminalize the possession of cocaine. By situating the ordinance within Rossberg v. 

State, a court case that argued its legality, this section demonstrates how the crusade 

against cocaine expanded the power of Baltimore as a municipality and emboldened 

segregationists to use the newly-expanded “police power” of the city as justification 

in their fight to pass residential segregation laws. All told, this chapter argues that the 

criminalization of black communities in Baltimore City, specifically the “war on 

baneful drugs,”162 was the necessary precondition for the securement of white 

property.  

                                                 
162 “To War on Baneful Drugs,” Baltimore Sun, August 5, 1903. 
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“Largeness of their Freedom”: Racial Theories of Black Life  

In the urban North, the early-twentieth century was characterized by an 

increasing reliance on empirical and statistical information to capture the 

complexities of social problems, particularly as they affected poor white immigrants 

and blacks. The proponents of these newly-popularized forms of inquiry included 

Progressive reformers, charity societies, sociologists, and race scientists content on 

identifying and solving the issues besetting white immigrants and black people. Their 

studies were spurred by significant demographic changes, such as European 

immigration and black resettlement from southern states to northern cities. In 

Baltimore, between 1900 and 1920, the black population in the city increased 27 

percent, eclipsing 100,000. In the same period, the white population ballooned 31 

percent, with nearly 200,000 additional residents settling in the city by 1920. With the 

new arrivals, living conditions and the adaptability of blacks and immigrant whites to 

city life became a question of immense concern to reformers. This question of 

assimilability ultimately resulted in what historian Khalil Gibran Muhammad refers to 

as the “condemnation of blackness,” or an assessment of black life in cities, 

propagated by empiricists, the press, and policymakers, that relied on various cultural 

arguments to characterize blacks and whites in relation to one another. For 

Muhammad, the civic-minded reformers of the period “hoped that post-emancipation 

demographic reports, with their tallies of births, deaths, morbidity, and prisoners, 

would prove to be key indicators of black fitness [for civic life] or lack thereof.”163  
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To this end, in 1905, a group of civic-minded reformers and race experts 

collaborated on a special collection of Charities magazine that would assess the 

question of black life in northern cities. The collection, called “The Negro in the 

Cities of the North,” was published by the Charity Organization Society and boasted 

such high-profile contributors as Booker T. Washington, Mary White Ovington, 

W.E.B. DuBois, and Franz Boas. Muhammad characterizes the publication of this 

special issue as “the moment when the North officially became the universally 

accepted proving ground of African American fitness for citizenship in modern 

America.”164 The issue itself did not present a uniform understanding of black life 

among reformers, but instead captured the convergent and divergent ideologies that 

characterized the period itself.  

In this vein, this section analyzes the contributions by two Baltimore-based 

authors to the special Charities issue to identify what ideological patterns animated 

the city’s leading Progressive reformers. The contributions in question are Helen 

Pendleton’s “Negro Dependence in Baltimore” and J.H.N. Waring’s “Some Causes of 

Criminality.” Through a close analysis of these two pieces, this section presents the 

authors’ key arguments to highlight the contours of the Negro Menace as a discursive 

formation. In particular, this section presents the commonly-held belief among the 

period’s reformers that the anti-social behaviors attributed to black people were the 

direct results of emancipation. For these reformers, during enslavement, blacks—

particularly black women—were forced to abide by a certain moral code that 

regulated their sexual proclivities and directed their energies toward productive labor 
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practices. The abrupt removal of this apparatus could explain why sexual 

promiscuity, criminal activity, and unemployment—the key attributes of the Negro 

Menace—were assumed to be exceptionally present in black communities.  

It is worth noting here that the construction and dissemination of knowledge 

regarding black poverty in Baltimore was largely theorized by white or black 

bourgeois liberal figures who operated as part of paternalistic public and private 

institutions. Helen Pendleton was part of the city’s Charity Organization Society 

which, like other such organizations, justified their theories of racial deviance with 

anecdotal evidence collected during “friendly visits” in which agents identified poor 

families and judged their behaviors within a moral prism that valued the well-to-do 

values of bourgeois white life (see Chapter 1). As such, I interpret Pendleton’s 

theories as an outward projection of white moral value on her subjects that were 

informed and contextualized by Jim Crow preoccupations with black respectability. 

J.H.N. Waring, a black educator and physician from Washington, D.C., became the 

principal of the Colored High and Polytechnic School beginning in 1902. Waring’s 

position as both a member of a growing black bourgeois political class and his 

background in medicine speaks to the ways in which his interpretations of black 

delinquency were articulated through alarmist prescriptions of sickness and 

disease.165  

On the question of black adaptability to civil life and its relationship to 

slavery, Helen Pendleton, through anecdotal evidence compiled during her “friendly 

visits” in the city, attempted to identify the cultural propensities that black 

                                                 
165 Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness, 107-108.  
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Baltimoreans had developed and make sense of them through the prism of 

emancipation. Pendleton was not the only reformer of the period to engage in such a 

mode of interpretation. On the contrary, many Progressive reformers saw this 

theoretical framework as a necessary move beyond the biological determinism 

espoused by the period’s eugenicists and race scientists and into a cultural relativism 

that understood the isolation and improvement of cultural deficiencies to be key in the 

alleviation of poverty. For instance, in his contribution to the issue, Franz Boas 

challenged the biological understandings of blackness that had become so prevalent 

among white supremacist race scientists, like Nathanial Southgate Shaler and Samuel 

George Morton, and offered an alternative understanding of black life that accounted 

for the unique social conditions that existed in cities. With Boas, and others like him, 

the problem of poverty became articulated as a problem of social conditions, not 

biology.166 This understanding of social conditions as central to the persistence of 

impoverishment turned reformers’ attention toward determining how to best provide 

aid to groups based on their distinctive cultural traits.  

While these reformers acknowledged that the deck had been stacked against 

immigrant whites and migrant blacks, they nevertheless were invested in assessing 

how these groups were differently equipped to respond to the adversities presented by 

city life. For Boas, there was no question that black people, if given the opportunity, 

would be able to “fill the duties of citizenship as well as [their white neighbors].”167 

However, in order to do so, blacks would have to overcome the “dependency of 

                                                 
166 Franz Boas, “The Negro and the Demands of Modern Life,” Charities 15:1 (1905), 
85-88.  
167 Ibid., 87.  
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slavery” that, for some, rendered them incapable of adapting to city life at all and, for 

others like Boas, made the task unquestionably more difficult. For Pendleton, the 

crime, vice, and immoral behavior attributed to blacks in the popular imagination 

were the direct results of the “dependency of slavery,” particularly as it related to 

gender roles and sexuality. Pendleton captured the dependency of Baltimore’s black 

residents in two generalized tropes: Aunt Sarah and Fighting Mag.   

In the first figure, Aunt Sarah, Pendleton identified the black woman 

domestic—a charity case, who, in receiving handouts from employers, became, along 

with her family, disincentivized to become a prolific member of her community.168 

Aunt Sarah was a “relic of slavery,”169 a matriarch wholly disinterested in becoming 

socially independent and more than happy to re-adopt the structures of enslavement in 

her new urban setting. Speaking of Aunt Sarah’s maladaptive qualities, Pendleton 

noted, “The people to whom [Aunt Sarah] belonged in slavery times are dead, or their 

children are out of town; but she adopts any sentimental lady who becomes interested 

in her, and manages to scrape along until illness overtakes her, or her benefactors 

move away or grow tired of her.”170 Aunt Sarah’s lifestyle led her children and 

spouse to become listless and muted their desires to become educated or employed 

members of society.  

Opposite Aunt Sarah was Fighting Mag, an immoral and young black woman 

whose loose sexuality and violent nature was the product of the “untaught, misguided 

                                                 
168 Helen Pendleton, “Negro Dependence in Baltimore,” Charities 15:1 (1905), 50-58. 
169 Ibid., 55.  
170 Ibid., 52.  
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freedom”171 available to her in the North. Fighting Mag and girls like her were 

sexually hyperactive, and, in cases of unplanned pregnancy, routinely had their 

“illegitimate babies ‘put away’” either by leaving them with another mother or by 

disposing of them in some other, unspeakable manner.172 The attribution of 

“misguided freedom” to the caricature of Fighting Mag relies on something of a 

conventional wisdom of the time: that the unintended consequences of emancipation 

included a unique inability for blacks to possess and exercise the full privileges 

associated with American citizenship. This inability to cope with the newly-

encountered “largeness of their freedom”173 led to maladaptive, anti-social behaviors 

that menaced both the health of the city and the capacity for the exceptional black 

residents among them to thrive.  

In Pendleton’s analysis, the prevalence of black sexual impropriety, 

listlessness, and aggression were generalizable phenomena explicable through 

reference to enslavement and the ramifications of emancipation. For reformers, these 

prevalent, maladaptive behaviors did not just overtake those “relics of slavery” who 

came to the North. They also, perhaps most importantly, could and did affect their 

children. For J.H.N Waring, juvenile delinquency was a looming “Black Plague” that 

would envelope Baltimore and the rest of the country if extreme precautions were not 

taken to curb the “evil” influences of black city life. Striking an alarming tone, 

Waring warned of a small but growing category of youth criminals. He referred to 

                                                 
171 Ibid., 55 
172 Ibid., 55.  
173 William E. Benson, “Kowaliga: A Community with a Purpose: What One 
Alabama Town is Doing to Counteract the Movement of Negroes from Country to 
City,” Charities 15:1 (1905), 22.  
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this group of juvenile delinquents as the “Topsy Class” after a character in Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s famous slavery tale, Uncle Tom’s Cabin. For Waring, the Topsy 

Class was comprised of,  

…the colored waifs of the community, the unfortunate little ones 

conceived in sin and born in iniquity, the products of the alleys who, 

without the restraint of home, the control of parents, or the influence of 

church and school, at an early age take their places as active workers 

in the ranks of criminals. As long as these young people remain in our 

communities and increase as they do, they will be not only an element 

of weakness, but they will become a source of the greatest danger. 174  

For Waring, the stakes of rearing black children to become well-adjusted members of 

the American polity were immensely high but encumbered by the lack of strong role 

models, religious institutions, and educational systems. In Waring’s formulation, we 

see the ambivalent mode of interpretation that characterized many Progressive-era 

reformers. Though he accepted the social dimensions of the slums to be key in 

explaining both the problem of and the solution to black delinquency, his analysis of 

its ramifications hinged on—and reinforced—the perceived cultural deficiencies of 

blacks themselves. Black children were the products of Aunt Sarah, surrounded by 

Fighting Mags, destined to become Topsies.  

To conclude, the theories of racial difference expressed by theorists of the 

period contributed to a much larger and persistent debate concerning the relative 

capacities of black and ethnic white people to become integral members of civil life 

                                                 
174 J.H.N Waring, “Some Causes of Criminality,” Charities 15:1 (1905), 48.  
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in the urban North. While these theories purported to be grounded in dispassionate, 

empirical, and objective frames of reference, the justifications provided by race 

theorists often worked backward from a presumed conclusion. For instance, black 

city dwellers were presumed to be more susceptible to maladaptive behaviors than 

their white counterparts. The question reformers were concerned with answering was 

not whether this conclusion was true, but rather, why it was true. Reformers like 

Pendleton and Waring seemed to believe that the shocking nature of freedom in a 

post-emancipation context contributed heavily to blacks’ inability to successfully 

assimilate to northern life. From Pendleton and Waring, we can begin to see the 

character of the Negro Menace as a discursive formation. For them, and for many of 

the period, the Negro Menace represented an unruly people characterized by 

dysfunctional family structures, sexual promiscuity, a disinterestedness in supplying 

traditional labor, and a nefarious criminal element that stewed within the city’s back 

alleys—everything that native whites and some newly-arrived immigrant groups were 

not. This comparative frame of reference came to animate the work of Janet Kemp 

who, along with Pendleton and Waring, were key architects in the legitimization of 

the Negro Menace in Baltimore.   

“Absence of Ideals”: Comparative Racial Knowledge  

In 1907, Charity Organization Society member Janet Kemp published 

Housing Conditions in Baltimore.175 The report was published in the midst of 

Progressive tenement reform and just two years after the publication of the special 

                                                 
175 Janet Kemp, Housing Conditions in Baltimore.  
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issue of Charities. Given the context and content of the report, its conclusions and 

interpretive frame were very much in line with the formulations of blackness 

presented by Waring and Pendleton—Kemp’s colleagues. For these reformers, in a 

post-emancipation context, blacks were living with a degree of freedom that drove 

them to fall victim to the debilitating and immoral evils of the North. Though the 

plantation was perhaps irrecoverable, its structures of control could—and perhaps 

should—be replicated to ensure that the city’s black working-class become more 

guided in its urban settlement. As long as blacks were allowed to live unregulated 

lives, it was reasoned, their cultural propensity to engage in amoral behaviors would 

undoubtedly create havoc in the city.  

In this section, I revisit Kemp’s oft-cited176 Progressive report to examine 

how, through a comparative racial frame, the author’s analysis relies on common-

sense understandings of the Negro Menace that are counterpoised to assessments of 

ethnic whites’ living habits. In doing so, I hope to highlight three things. First, in 

deploying a comparative racial frame, Kemp’s report engages in the ongoing project 

of whiteness that animated Baltimore in the early-twentieth century wherein white 

ethnics were competing for position in the city’s economic and cultural sectors with 

and against black Baltimoreans. Second, through the citation of key characteristics 

that comprised the Negro Menace, Kemp’s report engages in the legitimation and 

                                                 
176 Kemp’s report is often drawn upon by Baltimore historians to situate the housing 
woes besetting the city’s poor in the early-twentieth century. My purpose in this 
chapter is not to diminish the historical importance of the report in accomplishing just 
that, but to point to a different facet of the report that, with the exception of Mary 
Ellen Hayward’s Baltimore’s Alley Houses, has been left unaddressed in its numerous 
invocations. That is, the ways that Kemp relies on pathologizing discourses to 
discredit the black subjects in her report.  
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consolidation of the discourse from a position of authority. Such legitimizing forces 

are key in the establishment and curation of discourses. Third, in providing key 

recommendations for the rehabilitation of the city’s slums, some of which were 

adopted, the report exemplifies the capacity for racial knowledge to transmute into 

enforceable social policy. Though the proposals in Kemp’s report were not as 

damning to black neighborhoods in the city as other forms of social policy, later, this 

chapter will present an instance where the same racial knowledge, legitimized in the 

areas of Progressivism and academia, were drawn upon to institute penal controls in 

the city’s black neighborhoods.  

At the time of Housing Conditions in Baltimore’s publication, similar reports 

had already been published in New York, Philadelphia, Boston, Cleveland, and New 

Jersey. Locally, the backdrop was one of much-needed building reform. The 

Baltimore Fire of 1904 had decimated one hundred and forty acres of land in Central 

Baltimore and had compelled politicians and reformers alike to reassess the city’s 

building code. While this reassessment had been deemed necessary at the city-level, 

Kemp and the special committee who put together the report were forced to contend 

with an obstinate and prevailing attitude among many city denizens: Baltimore had no 

tenements.177 This popular wisdom could be largely attributed to the city’s unique 

housing stock. Residential buildings rarely eclipsed three stories, and the high 

homeownership rate of the city, enabled in many ways by the ground rent system, 

distinguished Baltimore from cities with substantial tenement issues, like New York 

                                                 
177 The Baltimore City Directory, in 1907, went so far as to claim, “There are no 
tenements in Baltimore, a fact which has tended greatly to make the working man 
contented.” 
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City and Chicago. Kemp herself had to concede that the claim was not totally 

unfounded. For instance, she acknowledged that “the old style, death-trap tenement, 

with its six stories of height, its narrow air shafts, and its inevitably dark and sunless 

rooms, is practically non-existent in Baltimore.”178 However, there were areas of the 

city that lacked basic sanitation and disease-prevention standards. These areas, she 

argued, needed to be addressed in a fashion comparable to that deployed by other 

tenement reform movements.  

The research methods of the report consisted of housing surveys and photo-

documentation in four communities. The first two communities were identified as 

“tenement districts” because a majority of the homes contained within them were 

occupied by three or more families. The first community, the “Albermarle Street 

District,” was mainly inhabited by Russian Jews and located in present-day 

Jonestown. The second community, the “Thames Street District,” was mainly 

inhabited by Poles and located in present-day Fells Point. The second two 

communities were identified as “alley districts” because a majority of the homes that 

comprised them were small alley dwellings. Both communities were inhabited 

primarily by black tenants, although the “Biddle Alley District,” located in present-

day Heritage Crossing, had a spackling of Germans. The second alley community, the 

“Hughes Street District,” was located in present-day Federal Hill and was inhabited 

entirely by black residents.179 

                                                 
178 Ibid., 14.  
179 Baltimore’s alley districts had become something of an infamous characteristic of 
the city. For instance, in the special issue of Charities, the editors remarked on “the 
old alley rookeries of Baltimore,” which, in their estimation, set the black race back 
when “left rent free in the hands of Negro squatters” (2). Moreover, J.H.N. Waring, 
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By engaging with the characterization of poor whites and blacks in Kemp’s 

report, the comparative racial framework in which black life was articulated in 

relation to whiteness becomes apparent. For instance, in introducing the demographic 

particularities of the alley districts, Kemp provides an extended and seemingly 

unrelated diatribe on the customs of the alley districts’ black residents. She writes,  

This is not a study of social conditions, but it is impossible to observe 

these gregarious, light-hearted, shiftless, irresponsible alley dwellers 

without wondering to what extent their failings are the result of their 

surroundings, and to what extent the inhabitants, in turn, react for evil 

upon their environment. There is also abundant evidence of failings 

more serious than improvidence and irresponsibility. From morning 

until midnight the beer can circulates with a regularity that is almost 

monotonous. It forms the attractive center of every neighborly group, 

though its unstinted flow is apt to result in the sudden and violent 

breaking up of the group which collected to enjoy it.180 

Kemp’s description of black alley-dwellers as “shiftless” and “irresponsible” echoes 

the prevailing tropes that were becoming increasingly affixed to black city dwellers 

during the period. Around this time, blacks in Baltimore were viewed as more likely 

to commit violent crime and develop substance-abuse habits, such as cocaine-

addiction and alcoholism. No definitive metrics are available to assess the truth of 

                                                 
when exploring the question of black criminality, asserted that, “These [Baltimore] 
alleys, secluded from the officers of the law in particular and the people of the 
community in general, become the natural rendezvous of the lawless, the vicious, the 
immoral” (46).  
180 Kemp, Housing Conditions, 16. 
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these claims, but the popular imaginary often does not need such an accounting to 

become influential. Kemp’s interpretation of black customs positioned black lifestyles 

and habits as occurring and developing in relation to the environment, but in no 

obvious pattern. For Kemp, like for other Progressive reformers, the failings of black 

urban dwellers was an unquestioned condition of their daily lives. To change the 

environment in which they lived meant that there had to be some corresponding 

change to the people themselves.  

The task of the reformer, then, was not to question how these “failings” may 

have been an unfair, biased, or myopic interpretation on their part, but simply to 

assume that the failings were a given and locate their source. Were black people 

conditioned by their environment, or was the environment something that took its 

distinctive shape as a result of the “evil” inflicted upon it by black residents? Though 

Kemp never provided a definitive answer to this quandary, she gestured toward the 

latter reasoning throughout the report. For instance, in various moments Kemp either 

implicitly pointed toward, or explicitly identified the sexual degeneracy and heavy 

drug-use presumed to be a rampant characteristic of the city’s black population as 

evidence of their comparative unfitness for city life. These moral failings led Kemp to 

surmise, “These low standards and the absence of ideals cannot fail to be held in 

some degree accountable for the squalor and wretchedness which characterize [these 

districts].”181 Furthermore, this perceived “absence of ideals” led the committee 

responsible for collecting data for the report to perceive the self-reported information 
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from black residents to be unreliable because of their “irregular life and habits.”182 

This admission points toward a bias on the part of the reformers who, even during the 

research process, were prejudiced against some of the subjects of the study. More 

importantly, Kemp’s formulation relies on another common association of the 

period—the association between people and property. As the eighth warders who 

began this chapter noted, blackness had an unquestionably “depreciating influence” 

on property. For Kemp, the “squalor and wretchedness” that prevailed in the city’s 

black slums was a result of the indolence and amoral turpitude that characterized 

black people.  

 Comparatively, immigrant whites, to Kemp, were much more suited to the 

travails of city life as they exhibited incomparable religious devotion and a dedication 

to cleanliness. Discussing the latter, Kemp observed, “The home-staying Polish 

woman usually takes pride in keeping her domain clean. If, as is often the case, the 

home consist [sic] of a crowded one or two-room apartment, occupied by six or eight 

people, and located two floors above the common water supply, household 

cleanliness must mean an expenditure of labor and time that may well be termed 

heroic.”183 Immigrant whites, particularly women, displayed a work ethic that 

allowed them to transcend their social location and a pride in their dwellings 

demonstrated by careful stewardship. In stark contrast, black dwellers of the Biddle 

Alley District appeared to Kemp to not care about their homes and lived “from the 

cradle to the grave in colossal ignorance and disregard of every known law of 
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hygiene.”184 Kemp maintained this position on black hygiene in the Biddle Alley 

District despite later reporting that, by the committee’s estimation, “more than four-

fifths of [the district’s] rooms were recorded as being ‘clean.’”185 Kemp quickly, but 

rather vaguely, dismissed the statistic as having been arrived at by a “rather liberal” 

characterization of cleanliness. Thus, the author’s perceptions of the differing nature 

of black and white culture seemed, again, to animate the way she and her fellow 

reformers collected and interpreted racial data—data which seemed to point to the 

exact opposite reality.  

In sum, Kemp’s report contributed to prevailing discourses of black pathology 

during the period. This pathology, notably, was raced and gendered in its composition 

as reformers keyed in on the nature of domestic life to assess the fitness of various 

population groups in the city. In Kemp’s report, these interpretations of black life 

took the cultural deficiencies of black families as a preexisting fact even when the 

data collected pointed toward a different reality—indeed, these racial prejudices 

compromised the research process itself. Kemp’s report resulted in various 

recommendations to the city’s building code designed to address the issues of 

sanitation and unsafety that plagued the tenement and alley districts. Though Kemp’s 

report advocated for uniform changes to the building code, race notwithstanding, the 

document nevertheless captured the stark ambivalence of the period’s reformers in 

relation to their observations of black life. Though environmental conditions were 

presumed to be a key factor in determining the living conditions of the city’s poor 
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inhabitants, Kemp could not help but note that the cultural deficiencies of blacks in 

her study seemed, for her, to contribute disproportionately to their poor standards of 

living. This observation was made through comparison to the ethnic whites of the 

study who Kemp interpreted to be much more dignified in their poverty. Such 

interpretations were key in the early-twentieth century development of whiteness as a 

racial category, the assimilation of immigrant whites, and the continued 

marginalization of black people in the city. More importantly, and for our purposes, 

the comparative racialization that characterized Kemp’s report was an example of 

how discourses of black pathology were institutionalized in city reform movements 

and concrete policy initiatives.  

Thus far, this chapter has detailed how the city’s black population was subject 

to critical inquiry by reformers who developed theories as to their relative fitness for 

city life and provided recommendations that became instituted in social policies. The 

discourses that emerged as a result of these inquiries contended that, because the city 

lacked regulatory apparatuses to assimilate blacks and their peculiar cultural 

idiosyncrasies (i.e. sexual promiscuity, susceptibility to alcoholism and drug 

addiction, and a propensity for violence), blacks would create a “Black Plague,” to 

quote Waring, that would overtake the city’s slums and spill into white 

neighborhoods, like the eighth ward or Northwest Baltimore where the segregation 

battle raged on. Despite the lack of unbiased evidence beyond anecdotal forays in the 

city’s slums, this anxiety was fully realized during this period in the local crusade to 

which this chapter now fully turns its attention: the crusade against cocaine.  
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“A Trip to Heaven”: The Popular Press & Racial Discourse  

In Baltimore, one of the most persistent and scandalous vice practices 

routinely reported by the press during the first two decades of the twentieth century 

was the local cocaine trade. Through an analysis of reportage on cocaine, its 

regulation, and its users, this section situates how popularly-distributed stories of 

black depravity and vice reproduced and legitimized racial empiricism, codified 

images of blackness that were incommensurably tied to crime, vice, and 

uncontrollability, and racialized space in ways that contributed to a much broader 

effort to shore up segregated geographies.  

In particular, this section highlights three aspects of reportage on cocaine and 

its relationship to the processes of racial formation. First, the Sun’s penchant for 

reporting unsubstantiated or otherwise contradictory accounts of cocaine’s effects on 

its users, as well as phony and conflicting statistics, emerged during a period of 

evolving empirical emphases on the prescription and detailing of racial problems. 

Though the Sun ran stories that were inconsistent, the presence of statistical data and 

the inclusion of medical “expertise” served to legitimize the faulty reporting. Second, 

the production of stories that overwhelmingly implicated younger black women—as 

will be detailed below—as the primary abusers of cocaine reinforced the “Fighting 

Mag” formulation developed by Helen Pendleton. Formulations like Pendleton’s 

became pervasively attached to the figure of the black urban woman. In the press 

specifically, black women were characterized as uncontrollable, enraged victims of an 

environment that enabled the loose sexuality and immoral behavior that slavery had 

once regulated. Cocaine served to heighten these vices and amplify the violence that 
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inhered in black men and women. These personal failings legitimized the cultural 

inferiority prescribed to blacks of the time and were used as evidence in the popular 

imagination to support slum clearance, residential segregation, and reform efforts. 

Finally, the reportage that emerged during this period crafted narratives that 

specifically demarcated space and aestheticized poverty, disorder, and immorality in 

the run-down, tuberculosis-ridden, cocaine-filled, back alleys of black neighborhoods. 

By analyzing the geographic and textual representations of one such neighborhood 

called “The Pot” and its residents, this section demonstrates how newsprint fixed the 

popular imagination in physical space and to particular figures to represent the 

complementary horrors of racial integration and the Negro Menace.   

Derived from the cocoa leaf, cocaine was a versatile agent upon its emergence 

in the late-nineteenth century U.S. The substance could be employed for medical, 

therapeutic, and recreational use through incorporation into topical anesthetics, 

lozenges, and medicines used to treat asthma, catarrh, and other sinus-related 

ailments. Recreationally, the drug was present—in trace amounts—in tonics, wines, 

and soft drinks.186 On the street, the drug was known as “coke” and its users known 

as “coke fiends,” “whiffers,” and “snowbirds.” The drug was ingested both 

hypodermically and through inhalation. Distribution of the drug relied on strong 

connections between druggists187 and dealers. Generally speaking, dealers received 

the drug from druggists in bulk quantities that they would “whack up” into smaller 

                                                 
186 Joseph F. Spillane, “Making a Modern Drug: The Manufacture, Sale, and Control 
of Cocaine in the United States, 1880-1920” in Paul Gootenberg, ed., Cocaine: 
Global Histories (New York: Routledge, 1999).  
187 “Druggist” is an outdated term that refers to common-day “pharmacists.” For the 
sake of historical accuracy, I’ve used “druggist” throughout this section.  
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packets, or “decks.” These decks were sometimes diluted with yeast or other white 

powders to increase profits. If druggists wished to forego the process of employing 

dealers, they could sell the drug from their storefront using any number of codes to 

veil the transaction. For instance, in one Sun exposé on drug trafficking, the reporters 

noted that asking for a “trip to heaven” was code in some druggeries for one deck of 

cocaine.188 In other instances, drug users could use specially-marked receptacles to 

signal to the druggist that they were interested in procuring the drug. Druggists might 

also sell the drug as a seemingly innocuous medicine to treat headaches, congestion, 

or foot pain.  

99 out of Every 100: Cocaine & Social Science  

In the reportage—from investigative pieces to editorials submitted by wary 

observers—the quickly-maligned substance became the subject of habitually 

imprecise social symptoms masquerading as medical prognoses. Through a close 

analysis of conflicting reports vis-à-vis cocaine’s purported effects and reach in the 

city, this section sketches two parallel processes. First, it highlights how social 

scientific authority entered journalistic production in early-twentieth century 

Baltimore. The social sciences’ entrance and inclusion in popular newsprint coincided 

with the emergence of essays and reports dedicated to analyzing racial phenomena 

from an empirical standpoint like the ones produced by Pendleton, Waring, and 

Kemp. Its entrance also at once legitimized the social sciences’ presumed efficacy in 

diagnosing the biological roots of criminal behavior while also benefitting from a 

                                                 
188 “Baltimore’s Negroes are in the Thrall of Cocaine,” Baltimore Sun, December 16, 
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relative newness that prevented accurate refutations of theories and data, as will be 

detailed below. The consequences of the social sciences’ seemingly irrefutable 

positions were numerous. For the purposes of this study, the biggest consequence was 

the acceptance of anecdotal evidence from the city’s racist power brokers as 

legitimate fact. Second, this section, in tracking the inconsistencies across news 

stories that presented statistical and pseudo-medical evidence “proving” the 

unquestionable relationship between cocaine, crime, and blackness, highlights how 

medical understandings of cocaine’s effects were actually and primarily the 

manifestations of political fear and cultural prejudice that revealed what these 

discourses identified as the problem of blackness itself. Ultimately, this section 

argues that discussions of cocaine’s effects and pervasiveness were, in effect, veiled 

articulations of white fears concerning the growing presence of black people in the 

city.   

In reporting the medical and physiological effects of cocaine, news coverage 

of the period tended to express the nature of drug-use in ways that highlighted latent 

social and political insecurities, as well as paternalistic desires to reform black 

neighborhoods like those of the Progressives detailed above. Regarding the former, 

the slipperiness of the prognoses covered a number of different symptoms that subtly 

hinted at the dangers of black unmanageability or overtly attributed black political 

unrest to cocaine consumption. For instance, in a 1906 dispatch to the Sun from an 

Atlanta newspaper, the editor of the paper recounted how a “race riot” in the city 

could, in part, be attributed to “the remarkable increase of the cocaine habit among 
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negroes.”189 Other reported symptoms of the drug during this period included: 

convulsions, delirium, insomnia, bodily weakness, and a penchant for civil 

disturbance. In regard to the latter, one editorialist claimed, “Many [cocaine users] are 

rendered frantic, and public disorder and breaches of the peace are constant 

results.”190 In articulating the stakes of the drug’s consumption, onlookers of the 

period did so in ways that focused on the social and political consequences of drug-

use, which specifically linked them to fears of black unrest and violence. The 

slipperiness of the drug’s symptomatic attributions, then, reflected a much broader 

political investment, not in discovering the medical nuances of drug-use, but in 

pathologizing its users—primarily black people. To this end, in an editorialist’s 

estimation,  

Whisky is bad, opium is worse, more destructive of the moral nature, 

more absolutely ruinous; cocaine seems simply to annihilate. It is 

swifter than any of the others and kills morals, character, mind, and 

body together. The cocaine fiend, so far as we observe here, does not 

seem to become violent or aggressive unless deprived of the drug, in 

which case pursuit of it halts at no crime. It simply deadens and 

destroys.191  

While some viewed the drug as productive of “mad” and “crazed” users who became 

hell-bent on creating public nuisance and staging race-based uprisings, this 

                                                 
189 “The Atlanta Riot,” Baltimore Sun, September 26, 1906.  
190 “The Police Board and the Charges against Members of the Force,” Baltimore 
Sun, May 27, 1908.  
191 “Dope,” Baltimore Sun, July 23, 1906.  
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commenter viewed the drug as an agent of annihilation that destroyed ambition, 

created listlessness, and encouraged laziness. The paradox here—that some attributed 

the drug to rage and others to listlessness—did not so much illuminate the medical 

effects of cocaine as it pointed to the racial biases implicit in commenter’s opinions 

when placed in relation to the above-explored ideologies that were emerging in 

relation to fears of black life.  

Though there may be medical merit to such disparate prognoses, the context 

in which these varying reports emerged coincided with the wariness and fear 

associated with black settlement in the cities of the urban North.  For instance, the 

line of reasoning used by the commenters above assumes that disruptive behavior and 

cocaine were intrinsically linked—one no doubt led to the other. While the outward 

expression of their discussions used the terminology and seemingly objectivist 

approach of biology, their conclusions were political in nature and reproduced the 

discursive understandings of blackness that are clearly and prominently present in the 

period’s reform literatures and academic theories of race. For instance, the notion that 

“ruinous” influences fostered poor moral values for black people served as the 

foundation of Waring’s “Topsy Class” of juveniles who created chaos in the city’s 

slum districts. This panic is reproduced in these stories of cocaine-use in which 

violent disorder and amoral values are heightened by drug-use.  

Thus, in these discussions of cocaine’s symptoms—which were variously 

described as a penchant for public nuisance, violent crime, and the annihilation of 

morals—the commenters arrive at what was becoming codified at this moment as the 

nature—not of cocaine-use—but of blackness itself. This analysis is not to say that 
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there were no biological repercussions of cocaine consumption—there absolutely 

were. However, the drug developed an enduring reputation as the root of social ills in 

black communities despite its medical, culinary, and anesthetic usefulness. Its reputed 

destructive potential, then, is undoubtedly linked to the political matrix in which it 

emerged, and the slipperiness of reports on its symptoms are rooted in larger 

discursive understandings of the drug’s perceived users—not the drug itself.  

The slipperiness of medical prognoses was not the only way that social 

scientific assessments belied much broader and deep-seated racial prejudices. This 

dynamic was also present in the reporting of statistics, which varied from story to 

story and was often legitimized by the “expert” position of the statistic’s conveyer, 

who was frequently a member of law enforcement, such as a police officer or a judge. 

For instance, in one Sun piece, the story asserted, “A veteran policeman is authority 

for the statement that 99 out of every 100 negro women who are brought into the 

police station are cocaine victims.”192 In another piece, concerning the decline of the 

“negro washerwoman” because of steam laundries and their perceived loose morals, 

the writer asserted that one-third of blacks in the city were addicted to the drug.193 

Considering the city’s demography at the time, it would be very unlikely, if not 

impossible, that both statistics could hold true. More importantly, both pieces 

endeavored to express the extent of cocaine-use in the form of statistical fact—a 

legitimation of sociological and empirical evidence in the realm of calculating racial 

difference. In these examples, we see that the objectivist tone of pseudo-empirical 
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description was moving beyond the realm of élite race publications, like those 

produced by Pendleton, Waring, and Kemp, and into newsprint as stories concerning 

the so-called Negro Menace were becoming validated by the inclusion of faux 

statistics and “expert” opinion.   

In a much more nefarious example of this phenomenon, in a piece entitled 

“Baltimore’s Negroes are in the Thrall of Cocaine,” the writer produced three sets of 

statistics from three different “experts,” who were notably not operating in the 

medical field, pertaining to the prevalence of drug addiction in the city. The first 

expert, a judge in the city’s Central District, estimated that 90 percent of “colored” 

offenders in the city were addicted to cocaine. When pressed as to the seemingly 

excessive nature of the statistic, the judge doubled-down, opining, “It is a large, but, 

according to my observation, a conservative estimate of the number of criminal 

colored people using the drug.”194 According to another judge from the Tenderloin 

district in West Baltimore, “The indulgence of cocaine by uneducated blacks is 

responsible for half of the assaults of these beasts upon white women.”195 Moreover, 

a “moderate” estimation of the percentage of blacks in the city who used cocaine, 

according to this judge, was 70 percent. The third expert, a physician at the city jail, 

estimated that the percentage of female prisoners on the drug, which represented the 

largest demographic group to be considered addicts, rested around only 20 percent. 

When asked to speak on the vast discrepancies present in the numbers given by the 
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two judges, the physician speculated that self-reporting and varying definitions of 

“addiction” contributed to the dissimilarities.  

This instance of differential reporting bears a number of significant aspects 

worth highlighting. First, the fact that the judges’ estimations of cocaine-use among 

black people differed so widely from the city jail’s physician, whose position lent 

itself to a more diverse engagement with prisoners from all around the city and whose 

estimate was probably closest to the truth, provides compelling evidence of the 

judges’ own racial prejudice, which undoubtedly affected the administration of their 

positions in law enforcement. Second, the fact that self-reported statistics—likely 

based on anecdotal evidence—were accepted as “expertise” illuminates the 

simultaneous desirability and unreliability of statistical evidence at this moment. 

Comprehensive research methods were still developing as empirical understandings 

of social problems became much more sought after by reformers, city élites, and 

journalists. Because such research methods required a level of technical 

understanding that most law enforcement officials did not have, their statistics were 

developed and published based on experience and without standards of 

accountability. Thus, the degree to which cocaine affected black people in reality was 

a moot point—the reality became that which was popularly understood. Based on the 

accounts of the time, the popular understanding was that black people were 

disproportionately addicted to cocaine by a whopping margin, and cocaine intensified 

the possibilities of unrest, predation, and crime. Finally, the symptoms of the drug 

were characterized, much like in previous examples, in political rather than medical 

or biological terms. For instance, the drug did not increase heart rate, elevate blood 
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pressure, or dilate pupils—instead, it caused its black users to commit acts of rape 

against white women. By articulating the symptoms of the drug using its potential 

political and social stakes, commenters and “experts” of the period were, in effect, 

diagnosing the problem, not of cocaine, but of blackness.  

In sum, the reportage on cocaine-use during the early-twentieth century 

exhibited characteristics of racial knowledge through the incorporation of faux 

statistics and medical prognoses that communicated the effects of the drug in 

politically-inflected ways. Through the consistent publication of unchecked statistics 

concerning crime, publications like the Sun contributed to and spread dominant 

understandings of blackness that legitimized both the validity of social science, as 

well as the intrinsic criminality of black people. Cocaine-use was but one of many 

different sites of analysis wherein dominant understandings of blacks as disruptive, 

violent, and unmanageable were articulated. These dynamics speak to the broader 

interests of this dissertation insofar as, in these institutional articulations of blackness 

within a Jim Crow context, black people were increasingly understood as “menace” 

through imprecise, though seemingly legitimate, discourses that created the 

conditions under which municipal power was able to grow in ways that subjected 

black Baltimoreans to institutional reforms as well as seemingly-justified 

segregationist practice. The relationship between cocaine and crime, to which we now 

turn, provides deeper insight into how these understandings were articulated and into 

how deeply racialized and gendered they were.  
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Nearly Every Negress: Cocaine & Crime  

Though cocaine’s symptoms and the statistical coincidences of its use varied 

from account-to-account, for the experts quoted by the Sun, there was no question 

that it was inextricably tied to crime. Indeed, this attribution was perhaps cocaine’s 

only consistently cited feature. In an exposé published in December 1906, the Sun 

itself boldly opined that the drug was “the direct cause of much of the current 

lawlessness among the colored people.”196 In the early stages of panic over the drug’s 

psychoactive effects, so-called “eminent specialists in nervous and mental diseases” 

noted that, “Much of the insanity and nervous derangement prevalent is noticeably 

due to the drug habit and crime is often directly traceable to the impulse.”197 This 

link—between crime, mental wellness, and cocaine—was explicitly gendered and 

racialized. In the same 1906 exposé cited previously, the writer reasoned, “The 

practice of cocaine using is confined at present almost exclusively to the colored 

population and to degraded white women. To narrow it down more, it may be said 

that the practice is confined to the criminal element, but when this is asserted it 

practically means exactly what the first sentence did.”198 In identifying both the 

“colored” population and “degraded” white women as the primary users of drugs, the 

editorialist was, in effect, repeating himself by noting that they were also responsible 

for the lion’s share of crime in the city. In other words, there was an indelible and 
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unquestioned link between crime and drug-use, which itself was indelibly and 

unquestionably linked to black people and white women.  

 The Sun would capture this popularly understood dynamic in news-bits, which 

generally occupied the paper’s back-page and recounted petty and violent crimes in 

the city’s black neighborhoods, or through longer exposés that profiled the nature of 

cocaine addiction in thickly-descriptive accounts. For instance, on June 21, 1902, on 

the last page of the Sun’s morning edition, there appeared a small news-bit entitled, 

“Cocaine and Beer Cause Trouble.” In it, Henrietta Woods, a black woman, was 

reported to have created a commotion on Central Baltimore’s Chestnut Street in a 

neighborhood the Sun came to refer to as “The Pot” in a series of articles concerning 

the area’s centrality in the early cocaine trade. According to the story, Woods 

shattered a beer glass over the head of one woman and a lampshade over the head of 

another because she supposedly “couldn’t get enough beer to wash down a quantity 

of cocaine.” Woods then reportedly threw another beer bottle in the direction of a 

patrolman who detained her.199 This story prefigured the publication of Pendleton’s 

“Fighting Mag” trope but existed in the city’s paper in various forms across time to 

provide credence to the idea that black women both used cocaine more frequently 

than any other group in the city and that doing so led to public disorder and wanton 

physical violence.    

This type of story was not altogether uncommon as the Sun relied on purple 

prose in other news-bits to portray the city’s black residents as senseless and 

unhinged. In another story, which centered on James A. Cooper, a black man from 
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West Baltimore’s Poppleton neighborhood, the Sun’s report cited many of the 

pathologies that were coming to animate the city’s blacks in the popular imagination. 

Cooper was sentenced to be hanged after being charged with killing Jesse Powell, 

another black man and Cooper’s roommate, with a stolen revolver. Cooper allegedly 

shot Powell in “the center of the forehead” because of a quarrel over a woman who 

also lived with them in their Poppleton home. During his trial, Cooper was described 

as emotionless and purportedly smiled when he was led back to lockup after hearing 

his sentence. During the trial, Cooper reportedly admitted to being under the 

influence of whiskey, morphine, and cocaine at the time of the murder. 200  

Cooper’s story in the Sun highlights and reinforces three common associations 

that were becoming attached to the city’s black residents at the time. First, the 

remorseless murder of his roommate relied on common understandings of the 

relationship between blackness and violence. As crime continued to be “written into 

race,” to borrow from Khalil Gibran Muhammad, stories about black men and women 

were entering the zeitgeist that portrayed them as senselessly violent. This reckless 

abandon could only be curtailed, it became understood, through more comprehensive 

surveillance procedures, which were developed in parallel time to the publication of 

these popular narratives. Second, the inclusion of details surrounding Cooper’s 

substance abuse contributed to broader local and national understandings of the 

biological and social repercussions of drugs and alcohol in the press and, later, in 

academic publications. For instance, Cooper’s life would become archived in Janet 

Kemp’s studies three years after his hanging. There, he, his roommate, and his lover 
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would become abstracted in a circle of listless blacks who passed the beer can around 

with monotonous torpor. These understandings, before Kemp, Waring, and Pendleton 

provided academic legitimation to their reproduction, became naturalized through 

repeated news stories. Cocaine entered the narrative as that which intensified the 

inherent disorder that stewed within blacks’ bodies as the plantation fell out of the 

picture and was replaced by the unregulated “freedom” of civil life. This new drug 

brought out the presumed animosity of black city dwellers and deepened the 

frequently reported coincidences of crime that became assumed elements of black life 

and geography.  

The third and final association conjured by the article on James A. Cooper 

was embodied in the figure of the black woman roommate—the overarching cause of 

the murder. Her inclusion in the narrative as the presumed lover of both men echoed 

common associations of black life with sexual impropriety, promiscuity, and 

unorthodox family structures. Around the same moment, these understandings of 

black sexuality became abstracted in the production of racial knowledge which 

posited that dysfunctional family structures were the key root of black 

impoverishment. While Cooper was the aggressor and lawbreaker in the story, it was 

really the sexually-loose and nameless black woman who was its source and the 

general source of black social ills.  

Though the stories of Henrietta Woods and James A. Cooper only recounted 

the actions of a few, they would become abstracted in more comprehensive pieces 

that would forward the notion that the issues of black drug-use and crime had reached 

epidemic levels in the city. For instance, the story of Henrietta Woods would become 
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something of a trope—akin to a Fighting Mag—that would pepper the Sun’s back-

pages and cause the paper to generalize the figure of the black woman cocaine addict 

in its deep purple prose. For instance, three years after the publication of Woods’ 

activities on Chestnut Street, the Sun published a much longer story with the sub-

header: “Nearly Every Negress Arrested is a Victim of the Drug.”201 The story 

documented what was considered a common cocaine narrative. In it, a black woman 

managed to procure the drug after borrowing ten cents from a friend, typically on 

Chestnut Street, also called the “great cocaine way.” She probably bought it from a 

druggist or drug dealer, who often worked for a druggist. Once the woman’s body 

absorbed the drug, she became enraged and created an uproar ending in a violent act 

or some other crime that would get her imprisoned. Tucked in her cell, the woman’s 

“shrieks and yells, curses and blasphemies” shook the station house. Unable to 

control herself, she became at-times despondent, at-times energized, and could dance 

the entire night without a break—a victim of the “largeness of her freedom.”  

 The inclusion of news-bits and longer investigative pieces dedicated to 

documenting and theorizing the growing epidemic of black cocaine-use in the city 

dovetailed with liberal reformers’ theories of black urban maladjustment. As race 

reformers advocated for tighter institutional controls in black communities, such as 

more severe penal laws and property policing, the public imaginary was 

simultaneously filled with stories that presented black crime in stark and, frankly, 

frightening terminology. These stories legitimated the creation of tighter regulatory 
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controls to curb the violent indulgences associated with blacks in the city. The papers, 

in identifying these issues, also took their investigations to black neighborhoods, 

which would become sites of critical inquiry and examples of what happens when 

gentile family values fail to grip a culture.  

The Pot: Cocaine, Geography, and Criminalization  

Because of the seeming lawlessness prevailing in areas of the city, news 

reports would come to brand some black neighborhoods as hubs of cocaine-related 

indecency through investigative pieces. These pieces represented black 

neighborhoods as centers of cocaine traffic and, therefore, violent crime. For instance, 

on Bath Street, in the central city, there was a neighborhood the paper colloquially 

referred to as “The Meadow.” Though no definitive account of the name’s source is 

available, it may refer to the tranquility sometimes associated with cocaine’s users. 

Perhaps more famous than The Meadow, where Henrietta Woods committed her 

assault, rested “The Pot” (sometimes called “The Jungle”).202 This neighborhood was 

part of a much broader “Cocaine Belt,” as dubbed by the press, which existed 

between Baltimore, Gay, Aisquith, Orleans, and Forrest streets just south of present-

day Old Town and east of downtown.  

Through an investigation into how the press built and characterized The Pot, 

this section examines how black geographies were produced in newsprint through 

reference to existing discourses on blackness, criminality, and the perceived 

corrupting influences of both. Through an engagement with a Sun exposé on the 
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neighborhood, as well as Census information, this section takes up the question of 

racial mixture and how the metrics of crime and vice were deployed to communicate 

the dire consequences of racial harmony and justify the geographic segregation of the 

city through various cocaine narratives. Additionally, this section examines the 

representation of two of The Pot’s chief drug dealers—Daniel “Big Dan” Waters and 

Alverta “Sweetie” Bailey—to show how discourses of blackness were embodied in 

the thick and consistent reporting on particular figures. These figures would become 

legible through reference to ongoing racial representations of crime.  

On May 31, 1908, the Sun published an exposé entitled, “Quiet Region of 

Homes, and Later a Resort of Bad Men, ‘The Pot’ is now the Center of the Cocaine 

Trade.” The paper affixed The Pot’s boundaries between Fayette, Gay, Exeter, and 

Aisquith Streets, just a few blocks from the east bank of the Jones Falls (Fig. 3.1). 

The paper described the neighborhood residents as “beautifully indolent,” noting that, 

“They all remind you of a bunch of overgrown children.” The houses on Chestnut 

Street, the “great cocaine way,” were characterized as shoddily built—susceptible to 

destruction at the hands of a strong gust of wind or small fire (Fig. 3.2). These houses 

were overcrowded with teeming tenants, a condition the paper sarcastically noted as a 

contributing factor to the ongoing “race suicide” it perceived among blacks in the 

city. The streets and sidewalks ran amok with “little half-dressed pickaninnies,” 

“lounging men,” and “dirty hucksters.” The blocks were dotted with saloons that 

served as institutions for the immoral “Potters” in place of church and school. It 

hadn’t always been this way, though. According to the paper, in the “good old days,” 

The Pot served as home to respectable white working families who were soon 
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replaced by the incorrigible black hucksters of the present and “a poor grade of 

whites.”203 

 

Fig. 3.1. The geographic borders of “The Pot” as described in the Baltimore Sun (Source: Map 
sketched by author).  

This latter dynamic—the mixed racial composition of the neighborhood—

likely contributed to the community’s namesake. While the precise origins of the 

nickname are not entirely knowable, evidence suggests that the name was derived 
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from the symbolism of a community “boiling over.” The “evil influences” of racial 

mixture, drug use, and prostitution stewed within The Pot’s back alleys. These 

conditions made the neighborhood, as far as the press was concerned, a melting pot of 

vice. As residential segregation efforts raged on, The Pot served as a cautionary tale 

for the inevitable result of racial intermingling that made the neighborhood a 

scapegoat in the popular imaginary whose existence validated sweeping “protections” 

in property laws.   

Census information suggests that this intermingling went beyond merely 

living in the same area. In The Pot, whites and blacks sometimes lived on the same 

street, and even sometimes in the same homes. While the majority of The Pot’s 

inhabitants were Russian Jews and blacks, there were notable Italian, Austrian, and 

German clusters. Russian Jews dominated Exeter and Aisquith Streets, while blacks 

occupied most of the residences on Chestnut Street, as well as the small dwellings on 

Hull’s Lane, Half Moon Alley, and Necessity Alley. Though infrequent, it was 

possible to see a white boarder living in a black household. A site where race-mixing 

was a begrudged reality, The Pot presented living opportunities for outlier minorities, 

including Chinese and Cubans. Since these groups had not established ethnic enclaves 

like other immigrant groups in the city, they could settle in areas like The Pot where 

race-mixing was, at the very least, resentfully tolerated. This aspect of The Pot made 

the neighborhood a menacing possibility for well-to-do whites, who had at this point 

developed a reputation for intimidating potential black residents or forming protective 

societies to prevent colored settlement in their neighborhoods—tactics that ensured 

that parts of the city remained heavily segregated and sheltered from the perceived 
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corruption of racial mixture which stewed in places like The Pot.204 

 

Fig. 3.2. Photos of homes located in “The Pot” (Source: “Quiet Region of Homes, and Later a Resort 
of Bad Men, ‘The Pot’ is Now the Center of the Cocaine Trade,” Baltimore Sun, May 31, 1908).  

The disintegration of The Pot was viewed as directly related to the settlement 

and coexistence of black and ethnic white families. If, the Sun implied, the 

neighborhood had remained racially pure and white, as it had once been, the 

conditions would undoubtedly be much better. Instead of interpreting the issues 

besetting the neighborhood as structural or environmental in nature, the paper viewed 

the community’s health as a reflection of the cultural inadequacy and incompatibility 

of its residents. Given the residents’ innate inability to adapt to civil life, it was 

unsurprising, the paper concluded, that The Pot became “the cocaine center of the 

city.”205 This conclusion, though seemingly unrelated to the racial composition of 

The Pot, becomes much more complex when the racial particularities of the 

neighborhood, as well as the segregationist fervor of white community groups, are 
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taken into account. The inevitability of the cocaine trade was not the result of a 

conglomeration of blacks in the same neighborhood, but the result of a great many 

different types of people in the same neighborhood—a fate that had been foreseen 

and was being actively fought by white residential groups (see Chapter 4). Moreover, 

what made this “poor grade of whites” a degraded category in the first place was their 

willingness to live near—and potentially with—black people.  

The Pot’s black residents became, like Aunt Sarah and Fighting Mag before 

them, abstracted in two figures that featured heavily in the Sun’s reporting on cocaine 

activity in the neighborhood: Daniel “Big Dan” Waters and Alverta “Sweetie” Bailey. 

The profiling of these two Potters’ identities, much like the descriptions provided in 

regard to Henrietta Woods and James Cooper, cited prevailing associations of 

blackness with crime. Through a close analysis that, again, relies on contextually-

informed readings of Sun pieces, as well as other corroborating archival evidence, the 

following readings of these two Potters endeavor to situate the tactics of 

representation that the Sun deployed in the construction of the black criminal. 

Allusions to certain details of the Potters’ identities spoke volumes about their moral 

stature in regard to normative interpretations of a productive citizenry and no doubt 

animated and justified segregationist fervor as whites became incensed by the 

prospect of living, like their Russian and Italian counterparts, with the Negro Menace.   

From Census information, Big Dan Waters was likely born in Maryland in 

1870. In the press, Big Dan was described as a saloon-keeper-turned-drug-dealer and 

a “hoodoo” practitioner who carried a conjure bag filled with quicksilver and rabbit’s 

feet. His “corner” was on Low and Chestnut, and his cocaine sales were made distinct 
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by the pink packaging of his decks. In a piece written in May 1908, the Sun detailed, 

in dramatic fashion, the infiltration of Big Dan’s home and the opening of his safe, 

which was said to hold “$16.90, a package of powder which [was] believed to be 

cocaine, and a ‘conjure bag.’”206 A mugshot of Big Dan accompanied the story (Fig. 

3.3.).  

Big Dan’s portrayal in the press presented facets of black masculinity that 

were different but complimented those attributed to James Cooper before him. For 

instance, through the emphasis on Big Dan’s “hoodoo” practice, the press painted an 

image of a man who practiced an unfamiliar form of folk magic that, for the everyday 

Baltimorean, was most likely associated with southern blacks or West Indian 

immigrants. Despite Big Dan’s likely birth and rearing in Maryland, the detail may 

have provoked the idea that recently-arrived migrants, during a period of rapid 

demographic city change, were bringing trouble into some city neighborhoods where 

it had never existed before. Additionally, Big Dan’s transition from a brick-and-

mortar saloonkeeper to a drug dealer lent credence to the idea that blacks were 

disinterested with working in conventional professions. This notion justified 

interventions into black communities as well as the exclusion of blacks from such 

professions. Big Dan, then, represented an interloper whose desire to live as a “bad 

man” was unchangeable as he continued to propagate evil in the city’s slums. The 

accompanying photo of Big Dan in the story regarding his safe gave a face to this 

evil.  
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Fig. 3.3. A photo of Daniel “Big Dan” Waters that appeared in a Baltimore Sun article detailing the 
raiding of his home (Source: “‘Big Dan’s’ Safe Opened,” Baltimore Sun, May 29, 1908).  

Alverta “Sweetie” Bailey was dubbed the “Cocaine Queen” by the press for 

her centrality in The Pot’s cocaine trade. Though just a petty dealer, Sweetie Bailey 

was repeatedly included in press accounts of the cocaine drama in The Pot and 

habitually described as Big Dan’s “girl” despite her assertion that they were only 

business associates.207 The recurrent reference to Big Dan and Sweetie Bailey’s 

extramarital relationship in the press reinforced prevailing associations between 
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sexual impropriety and black life—particularly as it affected young black women—

and the presumed causal link between promiscuity and the deterioration of black 

communities. Sweetie Bailey was the embodiment of Pendleton’s “Fighting Mags”—

young black women whose sexual freedoms and other indulgences could only be 

curbed through the imposition of a tight moral code.208 Moreover, Sweetie Bailey’s 

consistent subordination to men—either Big Dan or other petty dealers—in reporting 

was also telling in its reinforcement of patriarchal erasures of black women’s agency. 

Despite her reported status as a crucial centerpiece of the cocaine trade, along with 

her continual inclusion in Sun reports on the The Pot, Sweetie Bailey’s voice was 

typically paraphrased and effectively shushed in the paper’s accounts, which did not 

tend to quote her words, even in stories where she figured as the central protagonist.   

In sum, the press coverage of The Pot, its black residents, and its drug dealers 

dovetailed with Progressive thought concerning the irregular and antisocial lifestyles 

that were seen as distinct qualities of post-emancipation blacks. The reproduction of 

Big Dan’s police sketch provided a literal face with which the Sun’s readers could 

associate the cocaine evil. That face belonged to a foreigner who practiced a form of 

magic alien to the city and conjured white fears of black migration. Sweetie Bailey’s 

subordination as a “girl” was both diminishing and damming vis-à-vis the sexual 

logics of the moment. Moreover, her assertions that she was not involved sexually 

with Big Dan were ignored through repeated references to her as his “girl.” Thus, the 

national discourses on black deviance were reproduced, in no uncertain terms, in local 

representations of black life and vice versa. At both of these levels, the intensification 
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of police power in poor neighborhoods became seen as warranted and necessary. 

Together, Big Dan and Sweetie Bailey’s arrest in early-May for their ties to cocaine 

trafficking was heralded by the Sun as “the most important capture so far in the 

crusade against cocaine.”209 That crusade was punctuated in 1908 with the passage of 

an ordinance that would inadvertently expand the police powers of the city in ways 

that would embolden the tactics of white segregationists, who viewed the racial 

coexistence of places like The Pot as the realization of an oncoming “Black Plague.”  

Swann’s Cocaine Ordinance: The Expansion of Baltimore’s Police Power 

In 1908, Baltimore’s City Council passed an ordinance—popularly called 

“Swann’s Cocaine Ordinance” after its author, Colonel Sherlock Swann—to regulate 

cocaine traffic. Colonel Swann was the grandson of Maryland governor Thomas 

Swann and was a notable public servant in Baltimore who came to prominence in 

1904 as chairman of the Burnt District Commission which oversaw infrastructural 

rehabilitation after the Great Fire. In 1908, after withdrawing from the race for the 

Democratic mayoral candidacy, Swann was appointed chairman of the Board of 

Police Commissioners.210 In June 1908, Swann presided over the trial of five white 

police officers who were charged with “neglect of duty” for abetting the cocaine trade 

in The Pot.211 At the end of the trial, which saw the acquittal and reinstatement of all 
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five officers, Swann alluded to the notion that the officers in question had not shirked 

their duties, but that they had been restricted by the laxity of current laws, which only 

forbade the sale and distribution of cocaine.212 His ordinance would remove some of 

these restrictions and allow the Baltimore police to more effectively stamp out the 

cocaine evil by making it illegal for any person or entity to “sell, furnish, give away, 

or have in his, her, their, or its possession” any regulated narcotic. Swann’s ordinance 

was the first of its kind to penalize the possession of illegal drugs in the city and was 

passed in the midst of the public’s saturation with stories, theories, and reports that 

demonized black culture. It was signed into law by J. Barry Mahool on June 19, 1908.  

 Swann’s Cocaine Ordinance, beyond subjecting black people in the city to 

even more institutional scrutiny, had immense ramifications on the powers of the city 

government. One year after its passage, the ordinance was challenged in Maryland’s 

Court of Appeals in Rossberg v. State on the grounds that, because a similar law with 

different penalties existed on the state-level, the city ordinance should be deemed 

unenforceable. The Court ruled to uphold the ordinance, noting that the city’s charter 

vested it with the implied power to maintain “the peace, good government, health and 

welfare of the city.”213 In this way, the Court affirmed the city’s ability to exercise its 

“police power” to protect the “general welfare,” broadly construed. This decision, in 

addition to upholding the legality of Swann’s Cocaine Ordinance, also established a 

precedent that empowered the city government to use its police power in the 

administration and regulation of the racial status quo—a precedent that would be 
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employed in subsequent years during the battles over residential segregation and 

municipal zoning.   

 Regarding the former, in October 1910, a hearing before the Committee on 

Police and Jail was convened to debate the merits of a proposed ordinance to prohibit 

black settlement in white neighborhoods and vice versa—to preempt the potential 

disintegration of white neighborhoods to the status of slums that resembled The Pot. 

This was one of many hearings and debates on the issue, which was gaining traction 

among the city’s leaders. The major obstacle that segregationists faced in passing the 

ordinance was its perceived illegality. In response to this outstanding question, the 

author of the ordinance, Milton Dashiell, testified at the hearing armed with a new 

weapon—Rossberg v. State. For Dashiell, as Rossberg had allowed the city 

government to police its own environs against the evils of cocaine, so too could it 

empower that same government to protect its white residents against the evils of 

integration.214 The hearing was held at City Hall, which was just mere blocks away 

from The Pot—a bleak example of what racial integration and the Negro Menace did 

to residential property. It ended on an optimistic note with city leaders and mayors 

from nearby cities endorsing its passage.  

 Rossberg’s relationship to the cocaine crusade is not a historical coincidence. 

Given its centrality to the empowerment of Baltimore’s municipal power, the 

preceding discussion of institutional articulations of blackness, deviance, and crime 

must be centralized in historic understandings of urban growth and property 

development policy. The assumptions brought forward by various agents and in 
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multiple realms of mean-making and class power—including Progressive reformers, 

actors within the criminal justice system, and the popular press—used comparative 

racial assumptions of black people and culture to construct a “problem” with which 

the governance of city space had to contend. In the construction of this problem, the 

city of Baltimore, during a period of rapid urban growth, was empowered as never 

before to institute sweeping land use policies and police reforms that hinged on the 

institutional ability to control, regulate, and reform black people. As such, the 

criminalization of black people was the necessary precondition for the geographic 

segregation of city space, justified by varyingly precise—and sometimes boldly and 

contradictorily imprecise—representations of black people.  

Conclusion  

Baltimore’s early-twentieth century racial landscape was largely characterized 

by the construction and reproduction of the city’s “Negro Menace” as a discursive 

formation. This formation, which was profoundly entrenched in national and local 

debates, came to animate the geography and the residents of the city’s black 

neighborhoods, which, in short order, were targeted for penal reform. This chapter 

has presented evidence from an array of different sites of knowledge production 

where the articulation and management of black life was asserted, theorized, and 

codified in policy. The roots of black deviance, as far as the city’s power brokers 

were concerned, lay in the fallout of emancipation. Because the nation’s blacks were 

abruptly uprooted from an institution that provided them with regulatory mechanisms 

to mute their perceived and inherent cultural deficiencies, the “freedom” to exist in 

the nation’s cities was just too much for them to bear. From this paternalistic vantage 
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point, reformers, law enforcement, and journalists ventured into the city’s black 

neighborhoods and developed a cavalcade of contrary observations that, despite their 

imprecision, continued to justify the idea that blacks were unfit for civil life and 

required further surveillance and reformatory experimentation in relation to their 

white counterparts. This impulse complemented the crusade to secure white 

neighborhoods from the “depreciating influences” of newly-arrived and legacy black 

residents.  

The crusade against cocaine, while not the only instance of black 

criminalization, was emblematic of two key dynamics in the codification and 

management of the Negro Menace. First, in addition to being waged by police in the 

city’s black slums, the crusade against cocaine had an important front line in the 

Baltimore Sun, which had a significant effect on shaping public opinion. During this 

period, the paper became saturated with stories of black deviance that cited the social 

diagnoses of reformers from on high. These stories selectively rendered authoritative 

judgments that stoked racial anxieties through the photo-documentation of 

neighborhoods like The Pot and drug dealers like Big Dan Waters who came to 

symbolize the bleak outcomes of racial integration. Secondly, the crusade against 

cocaine led to the criminalization of cocaine possession—a social policy that would 

wreak havoc on black neighborhoods for decades to come. This outcome materialized 

the discourses that composed the Negro Menace in concrete legislation that imposed 

tighter penal controls and surveillance in the city’s black neighborhoods. 

Additionally, the ordinance itself led to a key decision in the state’s courts which 

would empower the city’s lawmakers to liberally employ their “police power” in the 
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management of racial affairs. In the final analysis, the criminalization of black life 

was inextricably tied to the protection of white property.  
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Chapter 4: The Police Power: Race & Property Controls  

Introduction  

In the previous chapter, I argued that the development of Baltimore City’s 

municipal police power was intimately—if not directly from a legal standpoint—tied 

to the criminalization of the city’s black people and neighborhoods. This chapter 

focuses on the expansion of that police power and the persistence of those discourses 

in the realm of property regulation. Specifically, this chapter examines a period 

roughly occurring between 1910 and the mid-1930s that saw the rise of three forms of 

property regulation in the city: racial zoning, municipal zoning, and federal 

redevelopment. By analyzing the shifting discourses, tactics, and intentions that 

characterized the justifications and implementations of these controls, I chart how the 

Negro Menace discourse, one that specifically designated blackness as a site of 

compulsory regulation, was supplanted by a discourse that superficially and 

strategically decentered the salience of blackness in the expansion of the police power 

and centralized property—particularly property value—as a site of compulsory 

regulation. This latter discourse, which, borrowing from David M.P. Freund, I call the 

“nuisance doctrine,”215 sutured black life to property in ways that, through the 

invocation of inalienable property rights, allowed whites to arrest the development of 

black communities in the city.  

The chapter uses archival materials to provide context to the key legal and 

political precedents that were established, revoked, and reestablished under different 
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racial projects to safeguard the city’s racial status quo during periods of significant 

demographic and political change in Baltimore’s history and geography. By bringing 

together three key shifts in policy that are generally discussed and periodized in 

isolation from one another, I hope to highlight a continuity in the discourses 

surrounding black life and property in the city. By tracking such a continuity, I argue 

that the suturing of blackness and property served as a manifestation of what some 

scholars term the “afterlife of slavery,”216 a concept that refers to a fundamental 

characteristic of racial capitalism wherein economic markets are organized around the 

persistent objectification of certain vulnerable people within a broader network of 

capital accumulation. Such objectification allows for the regulation, alteration, and 

potential destruction of those people in the service of market expansions and surplus 

value. In the case of Baltimore, this objectification functioned fluidly as a method by 

which racial intent could become obscured and black people could become indexed 

within the same legal space as property. Such suturing allowed Baltimore’s black 

population to become the site of intensive scrutiny, geographic segregation, and 

reformatory experimentation.  

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first section traces the passage, 

revocation, and aftermath of four segregation ordinances passed between 1910 and 

1913. These ordinances were intended to prohibit black people from settling in 

sections of the city designated for white use and vice versa. Through an engagement 

with the extra-legal violence that whites employed to terrorize prospective black 
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settlers, as well as close analyses of editorials, the ordinances themselves, and their 

revocation in Buchanan v. Warley, this section examines how the police power, early 

in its history as a tool of municipal enforcement, was challenged by the free market’s 

investment in upholding the consumer’s right to buy and sell property. The 

invalidation of such racial zoning measures, while upholding free market principles of 

exchange, was characterized by an ambiguity introduced by the Court—racial 

segregation was valid but prohibiting people from engaging with property in the open 

market was not.  

The second section details how, considering this decision, whites in the city 

attempted to work within the ambiguity of the police power to arrest the mobility of 

blacks within city space. To this end, they employed two primary methods. The first, 

collective action, was harnessed by neighborhood organizations and protective 

societies. Such collective action saw whites band together to create pseudo-legal 

arrangements that would prohibit black settlement on their blocks. The second, 

municipal zoning, allowed the city government to institute seemingly benign 

regulations of city space through the designation of certain areas for certain uses. 

Through discursive analyses of publications and press accounts produced by or 

concerning proponents of collective action and zoning, this section details the 

emergence and character of the “nuisance doctrine.” This doctrine, like the rhetoric of 

the Negro Menace, relied on the normalization of cultural incompatibility among 

whites and blacks to justify the institutional regulation of black geographic and social 

mobility. This section uses the example of the Roland Park Company, an influential 

suburban development corporation, and their pioneering racial covenants to show 
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how nuisance, as a legal category intended to provide protections for homeowners 

against the presence of disruptive influences, such as industrial manufactories, horse 

stables, and glue plants, was also used to eliminate the potential presence of black life 

in white communities. It also details how, in Euclid v. Ambler Co., municipal zoning, 

unlike racial zoning before it, was upheld as a constitutional use of the police 

power—the transmutation of nuisance doctrine into policy.  

The third section details how, following the sure and steady abandonment of 

the Old City217 by whites who sought the comforts of the secured suburbs, poor 

blacks continued the struggle to find adequate housing. While some managed to 

procure mortgages in the form of shoddy land installment contracts or lease option 

agreements (see Chapter 2), others toiled in communities targeted for federal 

redevelopment. Through an engagement with the debates surrounding the potential 

erection of such federal projects, this section demonstrates how the nuisance doctrine 

was employed by city bureaucrats to justify both the destruction and rehabilitation of 

black slums, as well as the explicit geographic segregation of the city.   

“A Baltimore Idea”: Racial Zoning and the Police Power 

In early-twentieth century Baltimore, as media accounts and reform literatures 

about black life in the urban North were saturating the public consciousness with 

images of blackness that inspired fear and paranoia (see Chapter 3), whites resorted to 

myriad tactics to secure their neighborhoods from the perceived “depreciating 
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influences” of racial coexistence. Among these was a new legal tactic that historian 

N.D.B. Connolly refers to as “racial zoning,” a method that “municipalities and 

county government [used to] ensure that black people lived among blacks, and white 

people with other whites, regardless of a given landlord’s or homeowner’s desires for 

potential buyers or tenants.”218 In the following account of Baltimore’s pioneering 

racial zoning measures, three key aspects are of note. First, the nature of the “police 

power,” a jurisprudential concept that had emerged as a tool for city élites to 

forcefully maintain the racial status quo, is invoked, contested, and codified through 

the various passages, interpretations, and invalidations of the city’s racial zoning 

measures. Through an analysis of legislation and the social dramas surrounding their 

passage, this section highlights how, even in their invalidation, the racial zoning 

measures of the early-twentieth century helped solidify the nature of the municipality 

as a sovereign force in dictating the landscape of racial coexistence—often in direct 

collaboration with the city’s police department. Second, through an analysis of Sun 

reporting, this section contextualizes, beyond the legal realm, the extra-legal terror 

inflicted upon prospective black homeowners as these legal dramas unfolded. Finally, 

through a close analysis of Buchanan v. Warley, a Supreme Court decision which 

deemed racial zoning measures in the U.S. unconstitutional, this section presents the 

kernel of what would become an emergent discourse in the fields of urban and racial 

planning—one in which racism, as a key motivation in the segmentation of city 

space, was supplanted by market-driven rhetoric which fundamentally perpetuated 

racial stratification without explicitly naming its racial motivations.  
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In Baltimore, three racial zoning ordinances were passed between 1910 and 

1911. The first, approved by Mayor J. Barry Mahool on December 19, 1910, was 

undertaken as a measure to maintain existing racial stratification among the various 

“blocks” of the city and was the first of its kind in the nation. Notably, the ordinance 

was characterized as a measure “for preserving order, securing property values, and 

insuring the good government of Baltimore City.” This description highlighted a 

significant and emergent discursive tactic employed in the realms of city government 

wherein the abstract “order” of the city was both tied to maintaining property values 

and backed by an emboldened and recently-empowered police authority. This 

formation belied the racially-charged motivation of the ordinance while 

simultaneously reinforcing the link between black life and property. The ordinance 

itself restricted persons of color from settling on blocks that housed a majority white 

residency. The ordinance also prevented future housing developments from becoming 

racially integrated by requiring that new construction be categorized for either white 

residents or residents of color. Failure to adhere to this ordinance would result in 

either one month in the Baltimore City Jail or a $100 fine—provisions that directly 

placed issues of property within the purview of the city’s police department.  

The second ordinance, approved again by Mahool on April 7, 1911, provided 

definitional language to codify the meaning of the term “block,” while extending the 

purview of the restrictions to include churches and schools. The ordinance allowed 

for the exemption of what were known as “mixed blocks,” which were allowed a 
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certain level of autonomy for developers to “pursue their market density.”219 The 

ordinance also included a provision that allowed domestic servants to continue living 

with their employers. In the city’s wealthier neighborhoods, it was not uncommon for 

domestic servants to live in their employers’ “coach houses,”220 small cottages on 

properties that were sometimes used to stable horses. Additionally, the ordinance 

required the Building Inspector to publicize the designation of certain blocks as either 

“white” or “colored” in order for residents of those blocks to consent to or protest 

those designations.  

The third ordinance, approved by Mahool on May 15, 1911, repealed the 

second shortly after its passage because of a technical snafu that raised questions as to 

the validity of the second ordinance’s passage through the City Council. The 

ordinance was largely the same, although more provisions for the construction and 

classification of “future property” were added to contend with the nuances of 

constructing in areas designated for particular groups. For instance, this ordinance 

allowed developers to seek the consent of the property owners in an area to bring new 

people into a community, whether white or colored—a provision that jibed with the 

orthodoxy of “community agreements” that would be used to great effect in 

subsequent years. The ordinance also clearly articulated the methods by which 

communities could become voluntarily integrated; namely, through the submission of 
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an application to the Building Inspector, who would then notify the Board of Police 

Commissioners of that block’s mixed status.   

In 1913, the City Council’s third segregation ordinance was invalidated in 

State v. Gurry by Maryland’s Court of Appeals. According to legal historian Garrett 

Power, the ordinance was struck down because of “its own unreasonableness” in 

dealing with mixed blocks.221 For the Court, the invalidation of a person’s property 

on a mixed block would function as a virtual confiscation and, thus, could not be 

considered a valid use of the city’s police power.222 This decision was rendered 

mostly out of a close interpretation of the first two sections of the ordinance, which 

could be construed as barring a black person from entering a home they owned on a 

mostly white block before the passage of the ordinance. Such a barring would be 

unconstitutional. Thus, the ordinance was struck down due to a technical deficiency 

in its provisions. However, the Court’s decision took great pains to express that, in 

the abstract, the ordinance was a valid use of the city’s police power. The decision 

said as much in its explicit reference to Rossberg v. State, which it held to be 

reasonable and applicable to the case. In its survey of the nature of the police power, 

the Court agreed with numerous definitions of the term “police power,” which 

generally allowed a municipality the sovereign authority to pass statutes and acts that 

endeavored to maintain the “general welfare” of a locality if those acts did not violate 

any constitutional provisions on the free use and exchange of property. The Court 

even went so far as to affirm that the regulation of private property was a just exercise 
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Press, 1998), 119-120.  



 

 

195 
 

of the police power and that the City Council’s ordinance was not unjustly 

discriminatory. For the Court, “it cannot be truly said that there is any discrimination 

in the ordinance against the colored race,” and that, “If the welfare of the city, in the 

minds of the Council, demanded that the two races should be thus, to this extent, 

separated and thereby a cause of conflict removed, the Court cannot declare their 

action unreasonable.”223 Despite this assessment, the Court was forced, due to the 

language of the first two sections, to invalidate the ordinance. 

The Court’s decision was met with hostility in Baltimore, as tensions, 

particularly in Northwest Baltimore, continued to flare between black and white 

residents. As if to justify the notion that racial integration could only lead to violent 

co-habitation, the Sun, as a new segregation ordinance was being developed in City 

Hall to address the technical deficiencies of the previous one, reported a series of 

confrontations in the embattled Harlem Park neighborhood. According to one story, 

two homes recently purchased by black families, one on Mosher Street and the other 

on North Stricker Street, were attacked by roving white gangs with stones, pebbles, 

and marbles, which shattered their windows while the black inhabitants took cover 

inside. The only person charged in either clash was Howard Johnson, a black resident, 

for carrying a concealed weapon even though he was not present on the scene of 

either attack and did not have a gun on his person at the time of his arrest. The next 

morning, a reported gathering of 25 black men and women in Harlem Park was 

dispersed after four gunshots were fired at random. Later that day, a group of young 

black men, in seeming retaliation for the night before, stoned a white home on North 
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Carey Street. The violence was reportedly reigned in after the police prohibited entry 

onto the 1300 block of Mosher Street in what the paper called a “block-like 

quarantine.”224  

The quarantine, however, did not stop tensions from flaring the next day when 

a black woman in the neighborhood was reportedly shot in the knee by a “drunken 

negro,” who had his sights set on a group of white men. Across Charles Street, on the 

1000 block of Aisquith Street, a brick with a note attached to it was hurled into the 

home of a man who the vigilantes presumed to be the landlord of the black residents 

on North Stricker Street. The note read, “If the Dutchman don’t get those negroes out 

of his house, 828 North Stricker street, we will not only destroy that house but every 

house he owns; also do you and your family bodily harm.” After this incident, the 

paper reported a series of attacks on homes on the 400 block of Gilmor Street. 

Though the homes in question had belonged to black families long before black 

settlement on the 1300 block of Mosher Street, the paper conjectured that the attack 

was likely staged to throw the police off the scent of the white gangs who were 

terrorizing Harlem Park. The Sun report read, “The whites feel that if they can but 

scatter their fire and draw out the line of police defense, they will make the system of 

fighting the negroes more effective.” All told, seven people—two white and five 

black—were charged in connection to the hostilities in Harlem Park.225  

In addition to the extra-legal violence exercised in the city’s beleaguered 

mixed communities, whites penned editorials to pressure the city government to pass 
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a new segregation ordinance. Echoing the rhetoric of racial knowledge developed by 

racial empiricists and reformers of the period, one editorialist, dubiously writing 

under the pseudonym “Justice,” contended that segregation in all aspects of civil life 

was necessary in the urban North. For Justice, “The great trouble is the North has 

spoiled the Negro… They are simply swarming over this city like the black plague of 

old and if we do not heed the signs of the times will soon be in possession of this city 

and country.”226 In the vein of reformers who were convinced that emancipation had 

caused the presumed inner evil of black people to surface in the urban North, Justice 

suggested that the city cease “over-educating” its black residents and consign them to 

agrarian professions. For Justice, black people were, after all, “an agricultural 

race.”227  

Partially in response to the heated backdrop of racial enmity that prevailed in 

the city, the City Council scrambled to develop and pass another ordinance which 

would address the sections that had moved the Court of Appeals to invalidate the 

previous one. To this effect, the new mayor, James H. Preston, signed another racial 

zoning ordinance into law on September 29, 1913. This one was more pointedly 

subtitled as a measure to “prevent conflict and ill-feeling between the white and 

colored races in Baltimore City.” The ordinance, in effect, was the same as the 

previous measure. Addressing the question of current property rights, this ordinance 

included a provision which stated, “nothing herein contained shall be construed to 

operate to prevent any person, who at the date of the passage of this ordinance, shall 
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have acquired a legal right to occupy, as a residence any building or portion thereof, 

whether by devise, purchase lease, or other contract, from exercising such legal 

right.” Having included this provision, lawmakers were satisfied that the ordinance 

would hold up to constitutional scrutiny by the higher courts. The ordinance gained 

national prominence and, a month after its passage, was heralded by the Louisville 

Times as the “Baltimore idea.”228 

This idea wouldn’t last long, however. In 1917, after national opposition from 

capitalists and realty groups who wished to exchange property at their discretion and 

with little to no municipal interference, the Supreme Court ruled that the types of 

residential segregation ordinances that had originated in Baltimore and moved to 

other cities were unconstitutional. The case, Buchanan v. Warley, examined a 

Kentucky ordinance like Baltimore’s concerning a white man who was restricted 

from selling a parcel of land in a “white block” to a black buyer. The court found that 

the restriction of the sale violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment. Through a close examination of the Court’s decision, it becomes evident 

that the rationale deployed to characterize “personal freedom” in real estate 

transactions was intimately tied to a market logic wherein economic consideration 

trumped the desire to uphold racially restrictive policies; however, these market 

considerations did not delegitimize the segregation of property, they merely 

delegitimized prohibitions on its exchange.   

As the Court guaranteed the “free use, enjoyment, and disposal of a person's 

acquisitions,” it reaffirmed a basic presumption of property under capitalism: its 
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circulation as key to development. Any law or action that impaired the sale of 

property from one citizen to another was summarily unconstitutional. The Court went 

so far as to reaffirm the constitutional citizenship bestowed upon black people by 

both the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments, asserting that, “The question now 

presented makes it pertinent to enquire into the constitutional right of the white man 

to sell his property to a colored man, having in view the legal status of the purchaser 

and occupant.” This statement cites the Equal Protection Clause and, in so doing, 

archives a history of black subjection by intimating a time in which the alleged legal 

status of black people was not a given. The qualification, “having in view the legal 

status of the purchaser and occupant,” invites a close examination of the alleged legal 

status. As the legal battle over residential segregation continued, this presumption 

would be revisited and challenged.   

Despite the Court’s assertion of the Equal Protection Clause’s applicability in 

the realm of real estate, the opinion had to contend with the prevailing “separate but 

equal” doctrine that organized public accommodations stemming from such cases as 

Plessy v. Ferguson and The Berea College Case. These cases were vulnerable to 

critique as similarly depriving persons of color the right to freely exercise the full 

extent of their citizenship through consumptive practices in public and private 

establishments. The Court reasoned that, for schools, transit, and businesses, there 

was no evidence of deprivation—equal access was guaranteed to all in some form or 

another. In real estate, however, restrictions placed on capital exchanges constituted a 

suppression of personal freedom par excellence. Furthermore, the ordinances in 

question failed to effectively halt racial mixture in residential areas. The Court 
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concluded, “The case presented does not deal with an attempt to prohibit the 

amalgamation of the races. The right which the ordinance annulled was the civil right 

of a white man to dispose of his property if he saw fit to do so to a person of color 

and of a colored person to make such disposition to a white person.” This conclusion 

upheld the idea that, in questions of capital exchange, a liberalism divorced from 

racial dynamics prevailed. However, in characterizing the decision, the Court 

nonetheless viewed prohibitions on racial mixture as necessary and fair—halting the 

potential sale of private property was simply not the way to do it. In the ensuing 

decades, a host of different tactics would be employed at various social levels to 

secure pockets of the city exclusively for white use. Two stand out: white 

collectivism and municipal zoning.  

“Here in Civilization”: White Extra-Legal Activity in Harlem Park  

Buchanan v. Warley ominously prescribed the notion that, while stemming the 

tide of racial amalgamation was both necessary and fair, doing so through 

prohibitions on property exchange was not the answer. To that end, diverse tactics 

had been employed by Baltimore’s white population far before the decision was 

rendered and would continue after its decree. Perhaps one of the most nefarious and 

persistent tactics employed by whites, as seen in the case of the roving white gangs of 

Harlem Park in 1913, was the terrorization of black people. For instance, in 1911 a 

black man named John Brooks attempted to move into a white neighborhood in 

Pimlico. Once there, neighbors shot at the weatherboarding of his house. Shaken, 

Brooks chose to return to his house on Laurens Street in black West Baltimore. When 

asked by the Sun whether he intended to return to Pimlico, Brooks responded, “I’m 
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going to stay right here in civilization.”229 Brooks’ story joined a pantheon of similar 

attacks upon black residential pioneers, as black people and families around the 

country labored against the attacks of enraged white segregationists.  

 Another tactic, which relied on the development of collective action among 

white homeowners, was the creation of neighborhood “improvement” societies or 

“protective” associations. This tactic, unsurprisingly, was used with great success in 

Harlem Park where white families coordinated efforts to control the sale of proximate 

properties in the self-professed hopes of maintaining property values. 230 The fiascos 

in Harlem Park, which took place over two decades, reveal the lengths to which white 

homeowners would go to prevent the settlement of black families in their 

neighborhoods. Moreover, the dramas expose the racial fears associated with the 

intimacies of residential life and the dread that attached itself to perceived black 

family dysfunction. Finally, and most importantly, the dramas serve to highlight an 

emergent paradigm shift in the discursive characterization of blatant racial hostility in 

the sector of land use regulation. Though explicit racial condemnation was very much 

part of white protective associations’ collective identity, many of their official 

publications, such as constitutions, bylaws, and communications to the press, 

obscured racial enmity under the guise of “property value.” This obscurantism would 

emerge as a key discursive tactic in the post-Buchanan years as the city’s power 

brokers looked to manipulate property relations and rely on the notion of property 

right protections to bolster the racial status quo.   
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 The first Harlem Park Protective Association (HPPA) was formed in 1906 in 

response to rumors of a sale on Gilmor Street. The alleged sale had been brokered by 

Charles Morton, a realtor and lender. Morton himself was a noted figure in the city 

whose ideological orientation often bucked the conventional wisdom espoused by 

protective associations and other entities that viewed the presence of black people to 

be a direct cause of depreciation in property value. For Morton, a crude capitalist, the 

depreciation of property values could and did occur in neighborhoods solely occupied 

by white people. For him, the increase in property values in a black neighborhood like 

Upton revealed the degree to which the relationship between property values and race 

was simply not causative.231 Despite these beliefs, Morton nonetheless understood 

that, reality aside, whites’ racial hostilities, masked in the rhetoric of property rights, 

could be manipulated for profit. His supposed “sale” on Gilmor Street stoked racial 

fears vis-à-vis black youth while also spurring white homeowners to collective action. 

Notably, Morton’s assessment points to an in-built paradox in the realm of property 

“value.” It was not the location of blocks or the condition of the housing stock that 

drove down value—it was the perception of black life and all its connotations during 

the period’s sensationalized depictions of black people that manipulated market 

value.  

Upon news of the sale on Gilmor Street, it was revealed that Morton had 

brokered the deal with a black church in East Baltimore. The church, called both “St. 

Mark’s Independent Colored Church” and “Independent Colored Methodist Church” 
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in reports, apparently planned to erect an orphanage and asylum for black children.232 

According to Morton, he had been unable to sell the house to a white buyer because it 

had developed a bad reputation among residents in the community for being ill-kept, 

condemned, and even haunted. As a result, he sold it to the black church for $500 

above its asking price. When residents learned of the sale, they mobilized to form a 

protective association with the purpose of “upholding the prices of property”233 and 

reversing the sale of the Gilmor home. In response to the HPPA’s indignation, 

Morton informed the organization that a community member could buy the property 

for the upsold price of $3,000. They refused to negotiate, noting that the supposed 

Independent Colored Methodist Church likely did not exist. G.W. Norris, a resident 

on the block, remarked, “We are satisfied…that the alleged sale is not a genuine one. 

To buy would establish a precedent. Not a dollar will I put down toward the purchase 

of the property, but I will fight to the bitter end and let Mr. Morton see we are not his 

tools.”234 Taken aback by the ferocious response of the white residents, Morton 

annulled the alleged sale the next day, remarking that his decision was influenced by 

his regard for clients in the immediate area for whom he felt the sale was 

detrimental.235  

                                                 
232 “Sale Raises a Storm,” Baltimore Sun, March 15, 1906.  
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Fig. 4.1. Baltimore’s Harlem Park neighborhood where racial animosity and speculation affected black 
families in the early-twentieth century (Source: Map sketched by author). 

 The drama in Harlem Park, however, was far from over. In 1923, a new group 

of residents in the neighborhood formed under the same name to block the entry of 

black renters. The second Harlem Park Protective Association formally incorporated 

under the objective “to protect and enhance the value of all real property and 

incidental interests located in the immediate vicinity of Harlem Park.” Their 

constitution stipulated that, “Any person, except those of African descent, may 

become a member.”236 To safeguard their neighborhood from the threat of black 

                                                 
236 “Harlem Park Area in Anti-Negro Move,” Baltimore Sun, March 10, 1923.  



 

 

205 
 

settlement, the HPPA signed a community agreement whereby owners of property in 

the area between Carey, Lanvale, Mount, and Franklin streets would be prohibited 

from transferring property to prospective black owners (Fig. 4.1). Over the course of 

a year, three injunctions were brought against white landlords accused of renting to 

black tenants. Although these instances did not actually deal with the legal transfer of 

property to black people, the entire legal basis of the HPPA’s community agreement 

rested on shaky ground. Their incorporating documents reportedly required that 100 

percent of the homeowners in the neighborhood agree to bar black entry before the 

agreement could be considered valid. The HPPA, however, only managed to secure 

the consent of 75 percent of the community’s property holders. Webster Toll, one of 

the HPPA’s attorneys, confessed that the association knew its agreement was invalid 

but that carrying it forward nevertheless “would frighten any one [sic] who 

contemplated selling to negroes.”237 

 The fervor with which white residents in Northwest Baltimore approached 

black settlement inspired white residents across the city. In a letter to the Sun, a 

resident of Lafayette Square, which rested just across the HPPA’s easternmost 

boundary, implored the HPPA to extend their territory to Fremont Avenue. The 

author pled, “It means our homes, so I appeal to the lawyers in our section to extend 

their efforts and save us.”238 Across Charles Street, residents of Northeast Baltimore’s 

eighth ward circulated a flier during election season that drew directly on the example 

set by Northwest Baltimore’s protective associations and urged white residents to 
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form alliances to prohibit the sale of property to black people. For the eighth warders, 

the necessary collective action undertaken by their fellow white city dwellers showed, 

without a doubt, that “the NEGRO MENACE is not a campaign boog-a-boo but that 

it is real.”239 

 Similar instances of white racism and hostility characterized the interwar 

landscape of Baltimore City. One major feature of these racial dramas was the at-

times explicit but oftentimes implicit association of black family dysfunction to the 

depreciation of property values. For instance, Charles Morton’s fictionalized tale of 

black orphans settling in Harlem Park preyed on white Baltimoreans’ worst fears. As 

discourses that associated black people—particularly black women—to violence, 

self-indulgence, and heavy drug-use became codified in diverse sites of knowledge 

production, Morton’s story strategically cited these discourses to hint at the 

possibility of settlement by the offspring of black women. Black children, in their 

turn, were characterized, because of their association to black women, as aimless, 

rebellious, disruptive, and uncontrollable. For J.H.N. Waring, a prominent racial 

empiricist from the city’s Colored High School, black children coalesced into a 

“Topsy Class”—a designation he gave to the “colored waifs of the community… 

who, without the restraint of home, the control of parents, or the influence of church 

and school, at an early age take their places as active workers in the ranks of 

criminals.”240 In invoking the impending entrance of such “waifs” into a well-to-do 

                                                 
239 “Protect your Home,” Baltimore Afro-American, December 9, 1921.  
240 Waring, “Some Causes of Criminality,” 48. For an extended discussion of the 
prevailing discourses on black juvenile delinquency, see Chapter 3 of this 
dissertation.  
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white neighborhood, Morton hoped to bolster profits through the provocation of white 

racial paranoia using discourses of perceived black dysfunction and rampant 

criminality.  

 In reading against the grain, the associations that whites drew between black 

children and property can be gleaned from the context of broader citywide debates. 

However, whites’ self-professed justifications for collective action, like most of white 

collectivist activity that took place during Buchanan’s wake, stressed the effects black 

settlement would have on the market, not a wholesale repudiation of blackness itself. 

For instance, the HPPA’s articulated purpose was “upholding the prices of property,” 

not “denying the entrance of black families.” Similarly, before invoking the Negro 

Menace, white eighth warders warned their neighbors of “depreciating influences.” 

This is not to say that the explicitly racist and militaristic notions of “Negro 

infiltration” and “Negro invasion” were absent from public discourse. Indeed, the 

viciously racist attitudes of white residents pepper the historical record in no 

uncertain terms. However, in the formalized and institutional settings of white 

collective action, city government, planning, and management, racist intention was 

increasingly obscured by the seemingly benign and market-driven agenda of 

“property values.” This discursive turn effectively masked racist attitudes and 

intentions while allowing city officials and lobbyists to institute an architecture that 

would geographically delimit the possibilities of movement for black people in the 

city. This dynamic was perhaps most clearly present in the zoning revolution of the 

early-twentieth century.  
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“For the Sake of Health”: Zoning & City Planning  

As Buchanan had demonstrated in 1917, overt racialism in regulating the 

processes of capital exchange, by infringing on the rights of property owners, was not 

a legitimate tactic by which whites could legally segregate city space. In response, on 

the micro-level, whites formed groups to leverage their collective power, terrorize 

black residents, and shore up the borders of their neighborhoods from the “boog-a-

boo” of the Negro Menace. This latter discourse, which explicitly associated 

blackness with criminality, delinquency, and sexual degeneracy was propagated in the 

press and in academic periodicals, and justified on the basis that the “freedom” that 

blacks had encountered in the urban North had caused these supposed essential 

aspects of their character to flourish. In Baltimore, this discourse, along with the 

expansion of the city’s police power, formed the backdrop and provided the 

justification for the passage of its racial zoning ordinances, which were invalidated in 

short order. In the meanwhile, as the city’s topography changed, whites looked to 

resettle in the developing northern suburbs of the city and the surrounding county. 

This prospect was accompanied by a resurgence of a persistent conundrum—how to 

keep black people from following them into these neighborhoods without the legal 

ability to do so. The answer could be partially found in a seemingly banal city 

planning technique.  

 Zoning, the practice of compartmentalizing city space through the designation 

of certain areas for specified uses, emerged in Baltimore City in the 1920s. The 

following sections preoccupy themselves with analyzing the discourses surrounding 

zoning’s passage and its implementation’s effects on the topography of city space. To 
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this end, I analyze zoning’s provisions, as well as the justifications offered by 

zoning’s proponents in Baltimore. In doing so, the following sections track the 

development of an emergent discursive formation that both policed racial integration 

yet hid race’s centrality in the development of land use controls by characterizing 

race, not as menace, but as nuisance. This latter term refers to a legal category with 

precedent in English tort law that allowed for black people to become regulated 

alongside manufactories, toxic chemical plants, and livestock by claiming that all 

these entities caused an unreasonable interference that prohibited a property owner 

from realizing the full value and potential of his or her property. Rather than 

infringing on property owners’ rights of exchange, as racial zoning had done, this 

emergent doctrine relied on the reinforcement of property owners’ rights to enjoy 

their domiciles undisturbed by extraneous influences. This process of policing the 

mobility of black people through appeals to property rights, which I have called the 

nuisance doctrine, operated covertly, not just in discourse, but on the level of 

covenants, zoning codes, and other devices that became increasingly prevalent in 

American cities after Buchanan.   

In the U.S., zoning was formally established in 1913 in New York City. 

Edward M. Bassett, the father of modern zoning, worked in New York City during a 

period of rapid population growth and altering urban landscapes. These early-

twentieth century changes resulted in overcrowded city centers, severe congestion, 

and elevated building heights. As buildings grew taller and more densely packed, the 

passage of light and air to the street became limited. To address this issue and others 

associated with shifting urban dynamics, Bassett and his fellow zoning advocates 
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encouraged municipal governments to adopt zoning regulations to separate cities into 

districts based on three key considerations: height, area, and use. The proponents of 

zoning, in harnessing the police power of the municipality, could wrest control over 

land use from states by lobbying for the passage of “enabling legislation” that 

allowed for cities to determine how land was to be managed and subdivided within 

their environs. Bassett’s work resulted in the adoption of the first comprehensive 

zoning ordinance passed in the United States. This ordinance was an early victory for 

Bassett’s cohort of planners, which Freund characterizes as the “‘city planning’ 

movement.” These planners shifted their focus from the grandiose City Beautiful 

aspirations of the nineteenth century to “more mundane concerns like managing land 

use, curbing congestion, and reforming municipal government practices.”241 Zoners 

contended that, for the “general welfare,” municipal governments, under the police 

power doctrine, were equipped to determine the composition of cities and, in so 

doing, cemented an orthodoxy in urban planning with far-reaching legal and 

developmental consequences.  

In Baltimore, this orthodoxy began to take root at a time when the city’s size 

was on the verge of tripling. With an abundance of developing land on the horizon, an 

increasing number of black residents in the Old City, and a desire among whites to 

exit the central city, zoning offered an opportunity for the legal separation of black 

and white through a technique that, on the surface, dealt dispassionately with land 

use—not race. For Freund, “This new narrative was significant because it allowed 

whites to address their racial preoccupations by talking about property instead of 
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people. It was a conceptual move enabling them to claim that discrimination was not 

driven by personal prejudice, indeed that support for racial exclusion was not 

necessarily a racist act.”242 

Despite the seeming colorblindness of zoning, its defenders nevertheless 

characterized the ways that zoning might affect populations differently given those 

populations’ cultural particularities. These particularities were oftentimes 

characterized as a fundamental disconnect in various populations’ lifestyle 

preferences. To that end, Baltimore zoners asserted that some people were simply 

comfortable living in cramped and sometimes disease-ridden areas. They contended 

that peoples’ ability to live in poor conditions should not be inhibited, but, as a matter 

of public health, those people should remain separate from their peers who wished to 

retreat to idyllic pastures. In this way, zoning did not institute prohibitions like racial 

zoning had; instead, it furnished a set of regulations that allowed whites and persons 

of color to live as they all fundamentally wished to live given their distinct cultural 

preferences—a way to realize racial harmony without excluding any group from 

participating in the property market. Jefferson C. Grinnalds, a staunch zoning sponsor 

and Baltimore’s first Secretary to the Zoning Board, characterized the situation in the 

Municipal Record as follows:  

All cities and towns are growing. Hence centralization is increasing. 

People are living closer together. They congregate in apartment 

houses. Their freedom of action is restricted, their forms of 

entertainment are limited in kind and in number, their opportunity for 
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recreation out of doors is curtailed and their liability to contract 

communicable disease is increased. The remedy for the sake of health 

is a limit to the heights of tenements, a limit to the proportion of the lot 

which they may occupy, provision for side yards or spaces between the 

buildings and restriction to their own district. With this last regulation, 

those who are willing to submit themselves to the narrow confines of 

tenement living and to its consequent danger to health, should be 

segregated from those districts whose dwellers have sought fresh air, 

freer and broader living conditions, and natures’ sunlight.243  

For Grinnalds, the satisfaction that some felt with cramped urban life was 

incompatible with the hopes of others who sought fresher pastures. Hence, zoning 

was not a race-based measure, but a measure that facilitated the separation of 

inherently incompatible populations. This race-blind attitude was not just a Baltimore 

phenomenon, but a prevalent attitude among zoners across the country. According to 

Freund, “Zoning’s founders fashioned a powerful new rationale for residential 

exclusion: the claim that exclusion of any ‘incompatible land use,’ be it apartments, 

factories, or occupancy by black people, was motivated not by ideology but by 

economics.”244 Claims of depreciating property values undergirded white planners’ 

exclusionary aspirations and translated into zoning policies that crafted a residentially 

segregated landscape in Baltimore City that persists to this day. The seeming absence 

of ideology constituted a key facet of a rather destructive ideology that justified 
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segregation on the grounds that blackness posed a market delimiting nuisance. The 

unfolding dramas that ensued locally in the new annex and nationally in debates 

surrounding zoning shed light on this nuisance doctrine.  

 

Fig. 4.2. Baltimore’s annexations over the years. The final annexation was completed in 1918 and 
included a host of developing suburbs (Source: Joseph L. Arnold, “Suburban Growth and Municipal 
Annexation in Baltimore, 1745-1918,” Maryland Historical Magazine 73:2 [1978], 112).   

  Baltimore’s new annex increased the city’s size from 30 square miles to 72 

square miles (Fig. 4.2).245 The annex contained established communities to the south 

and east like Brooklyn, Highlandtown, and Canton. It also included burgeoning 

suburbs in the north, such as Roland Park, Mount Washington, and Forrest Park. In 

Baltimore, politicians, developers, bureaucrats, and builders saw zoning as a way to 
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assure a level of certainty in the annex’s real estate market by predetermining what 

types of improvements could be made on the land and who could live on the land. In 

1921, the City Council established a zoning commission tasked with developing a 

comprehensive zoning plan.246 The zoning plan, adopted two years later, divided the 

city into zones based on height, area, and use. Much of the new land in the annex was 

zoned residential, while some, including neighborhoods in South Baltimore with a 

majority of black and ethnic white residents, were zoned industrial.247 Within 

residential zones there existed area restrictions that dictated how much building 

coverage could occupy a lot. These restrictions ranged from full coverage 

(rowhomes) to minimal coverage (daylight cottages), while requiring some buildings 

to have at least one side yard.248 Height restrictions represented a ratio between 

appropriate building height and street width.249 Many residential zones were “1 

Times Districts,” which meant that buildings could be as high as the width of the 

street. These height restrictions confined the possibilities of high-occupancy 

apartment buildings to certain key areas, such as the areas around John Hopkins 

University and Druid Park Lake. All told, Baltimore’s zoning plan created the 

parameters for suburban development through the imposition of key restrictions, 
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including the requirement that some zones have side yards and open lots. These 

restrictions removed the possibilities for rowhome development, the traditional means 

through which working-class families in Baltimore managed to purchase homes, and 

generally safeguarded neighborhoods from apartment construction except for some 

luxury projects.250  

This plan, and others like it, incited national debate around a municipality’s 

ability to determine land use in its environs and put the scope of a city’s police power 

back on trial. Detractors alleged that such regulations represented an unlawful 

infringement of property owners’ rights by enabling the police power to eliminate 

certain developmental possibilities in zoned areas. This dynamic raised questions, 

including: Were zoning ordinances confiscatory in nature? If so, did zoning violate 

the Equal Protection Clause, which had been successfully used in Buchanan to defend 

property owners’ ability to dispose of their possessions freely and without state 

intrusion? Supporters alleged that cities had grown too big and that unregulated 

construction could lead to fire hazards and market dilution. By abating the nuisances 

that depreciated residential property values, the state was enabling the market to 

achieve a fuller potential while guaranteeing prospective investors that industrial and 

commercial projects would not bring unwanted noise, pollution, and, most 

importantly, populations into the residential areas in which they planned to lend.  

A series of legal battles surrounding these questions culminated in the 

decisive Euclid v. Ambler Co. In this case, the Court was challenged to contend with 

the legitimacy of zoning ordinances, which detractors alleged were invalid on the 
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“broad ground that the mere existence and threatened enforcement of the 

[ordinances], by materially and adversely affecting values and curtailing the 

opportunities of the market, [constituted] a present and irreparable injury.”251 In 

summing up the complaint, the Court detailed, “It is specifically averred that the 

[zoning] ordinance attempts to restrict and control the lawful uses of appellee's land 

so as to confiscate and destroy a great part of its value.”252 The free market could not 

self-regulate if municipalities were empowered to dictate where and what capitalists 

could build and finance. These restrictions constituted a “confiscation” insofar as the 

municipalities made free choice in development impossible by predetermining what 

types of markets could exist in each area. Much like Buchanan, which deemed 

residential segregation ordinances unconstitutional, the Equal Protection Clause was 

invoked to argue that, in imposing a general land use restriction, local governments 

deprived property holders of the “free use, enjoyment, and disposal of a person's 

acquisitions.”253 This deprivation, in turn, stifled market potential.  

Market-based arguments failed in this case, as the Court upheld zoning’s 

lawfulness and reinforced the police power doctrine. Unlike Buchanan v. Warley, 

where property rights came into direct conflict with racist racial planning, Euclid v. 

Ambler Co. contended with local governing bodies that preoccupied themselves with 

the seemingly race-neutral “general welfare” of the citizenry and the vested right of 

that citizenry to abate any potential nuisances that disrupted this welfare. Regarding 

zoning, actions were undertaken, in Grinnald’s words, “for the sake of health,” not for 
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the sake of segregation, though zoning could furnish that outcome given the cultural 

incompatibility of certain population groups. In the final analysis, the nuisance 

doctrine worked, and whites in Baltimore City were enabled to develop suburban 

communities, protect against potential nuisances, and slam the door shut behind them. 

In Baltimore, this dynamic is perhaps best captured in the story of the Roland Park 

Company.  

“Our Best Protection”: Nuisance Doctrine & the Roland Park Company  

Chartered in 1891, the Roland Park Company’s initial holdings consisted of 

550 acres of land just north of the city limits. A planned suburb, the Roland Park 

Company built an electric streetcar to connect its residents to the central city and 

provided residents with a private school and shopping center. The street layout, unlike 

the city’s blocky grid, was designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. who plotted curvy 

roads to conform to the hilly topography of the landscape. In planning, the 

community represented the polar opposite of what was available in the Old City. The 

company grew in 1907 and 1924 after acquiring large tracts of land in Guilford and 

Homeland, respectively.254 After the city annexed the northern territory, the Roland 

Park Company’s president, Edward H. Bouton, served on the zoning commission. 

Bouton was a Kansas City capitalist who moved to Baltimore in 1908 where he was 

active for almost three decades and became a proponent of deed covenants. 255 His 

participation in both the pioneer zoning commission and the Roland Park Company 
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speaks to the intimately networked political class that codified city segregation and 

the fluid movement of nuisance doctrine through local government and private realty.   

 Zoning measures materialized in class-restrictive Tudor-style homes and 

daylight cottages that could range in price from $16,000 to $20,000.256 For Bouton, 

these heavy price tags were one of the most important tools to exclude blacks from 

the neighborhood. According to the realtor, “There is no law against a negro settling 

in Roland Park. However, the question never has been presented to us. Public opinion 

and the high prices of houses are our best protection.”257 Yet and still, the Roland 

Park Company instituted deed covenants and agreements to add an extra layer of 

protection against the encroachment of black city dwellers. In one such agreement, 

made in 1924 between the Roland Park Company and its developer in the newly 

acquired Homeland, a host of land use restrictions were included to establish what 

kinds of developments could occur on the land. As part of its mission to foster 

“stable” communities, the deed agreement stipulated that the only acceptable 

developments, with few exceptions, were private single-family residences. The deed 

agreement also restricted the presence of certain elements in a section entitled, 

“Nuisances.” Among these nuisances were: breweries, distilleries, slaughterhouses, 

foundries, refineries, crematories, graveyards, asylums, sanatoriums, hospitals, 

stables, cattle, hogs, hens, and black people. Concerning the latter, the covenant read, 

“At no time shall the land included in said tract or any part thereof or any building 

erected thereon be occupied by any negro or person of negro extraction” (Fig. 4.3).  
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Fig. 4.3 A racially-restrictive covenant taken from a Homeland deed. Occupancy by non-domestic 
black people was expressly prohibited (Source: Baltimore City Superior Court (Land Records), 1925, 
SCL 4330, pg. 465).  

In categorizing black settlement as nuisance, groups like the Roland Park 

Company drew on a history of racial subjection wherein the legal status of black 

persons remained proximate to property, if not synonymous with property. The 

suburban real estate market’s very composition relied on a recognition that blacks 

were legally comparable to glue factories, soap manufactories, and cattle farms. This 

categorization was enabled by a land use movement that similarly relied on nuisance 

to segregate city space and ensure that a standard of health protected its (white) 

citizens. This standard was developed in contradistinction to black life under the 

rubrics of lifestyle and social desire. Planners dodged the potential critiques of their 

“general welfare” logic by asserting that not all citizens were created equal. Less 

progressive observers made the one-to-one connection between nonwhites and 
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property more explicitly. For instance, Judge Charles W. Heuisler258 of Baltimore’s 

Supreme Bench, declared, “Now to my mind there is no reason why the term 

‘welfare’ should not be extended to prevent the depreciation of property values, 

whether it is by the invasion of a commercial house or structure in a residential 

neighborhood or whether it is by the invasion of a Negro or Chinaman in a white 

neighborhood.”259 Through the ascription of racially-encoded characteristics, 

planners and city élites invented a world wherein nonwhite residents became indexed 

along the lines of real property and were thus able to abate them as if they were a 

nuisance.  

“Baltimore’s Dying Areas”: Urban Redevelopment & the Containment of 

“Nuisance”  

As suburban development continued in the northern part of the city, poor 

blacks in and around the Old City continued to live under subpar housing conditions. 

                                                 
258 Heuisler himself was a staunch segregationist who, in interpreting the zoning 
ordinance, found a potential avenue through which residential segregation could be 
reinterpreted as constitutional. In an opinion on zoning’s constitutionality, Heuisler 
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call for the abolition of the City Council and the Board of Estimates. 
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The nuisance doctrine that justified the regulation of black existence along the same 

lines as property, compounded by the Negro Menace doctrine that both pathologized 

and marked black people as a population that required reformatory experimentation, 

coalesced in the urban redevelopment initiatives of the 1930s and 1940s. Since 

exhaustive and comprehensive accounts of these initiatives have been written 

elsewhere,260 this section will not endeavor to offer a historical narrative concerning 

urban redevelopment in Baltimore City; instead, it will endeavor to show how the 

nuisance doctrine animated the progressive liberalist thought that spurred urban 

redevelopment through a close engagement with the debates that prefigured its 

enactment. These debates, which, importantly, were waged primarily among white 

city élites, divided developers while excluding significant black input. Those against 

urban redevelopment, typically realtors, either downplayed the housing problems in 

the city or otherwise blamed them on another root cause (e.g. income disparity). On 

the other end, those for urban redevelopment, typically bureaucrats but sometimes 

profit-hungry developers looking for government contracts, felt that the prospect of 

planning and redeveloping city space allowed developers the opportunity to right the 

wrongs of previous planners by eliminating congestion while providing strategic 

buffers that would lock blacks in place and prevent them from infiltrating white 

neighborhoods.  

 Though these sides were at definite odds in the debates surrounding the 

erection of federally-subsidized public housing, they both nonetheless relied on 

                                                 
260 See: Williams, The Politics of Public Housing and Peter H. Henderson, “Local 
Deals and the New Deal State: Implementing Federal Public Housing in Baltimore, 
1933-1968” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 1993). Johns Hopkins University.   
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nuisance doctrine and cultural variances to defend their positions. Regarding the 

former, both sides, in assessing the placement and financing of public housing 

developments, expressed a desire to “maintain property values,” which, at this 

historical juncture, was a turn of phrase that had come to indicate the development of 

land use restrictions and other strategies aimed at prohibiting racial cohabitation.  

Regarding cultural variance, both sides reinforced the centrality of cultural 

differences between whites and blacks in their interpretations of the problems that 

largescale housing redevelopment was aimed to address. For those against public 

housing, the unique capacity of blacks to cope with abhorrent living conditions made 

public developments all but unnecessary. These attitudes, detailed below, echoed 

discourses of racial empiricism and comparative assessment that assumed that blacks, 

from their enslaved roots, were singularly capable of enduring a level of suffering to 

which their white peers had no cultural basis of understanding.261 

For those supportive of public housing, the cultural particularities of black and 

white Baltimoreans made the segregation of city space necessary for both of their 

sakes. By analyzing the particularities of these discourses, the following section 

provides a contextually-informed reading of the debates surrounding the erection of 

public housing. Attention is paid to the opinions and beliefs of the movers and 

shakers in the housing and land use sectors of Baltimore City at the time. Ultimately, 

this section demonstrates how discourses surrounding black people in both the 

                                                 
261 For an extensive discussion of these dynamics, see Ibram Kendi’s work on how 
enslavers “pictured Black people as physically hardy, hardy enough to survive the 
heat of southern enslavement,” (264) and other philosophical underpinnings that 
contributed to pseudo-rational justifications of black fitness for enslaved life in the 
American South. Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning, 15-76.  
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housing and planning sectors of city life traveled across time and space to become 

consistently reiterated in subsequent, largescale planning processes that successfully 

arrested the development of black mobility.  

During the interwar years, white racial hostility, zoning, and suburban 

development sketched fines lines in Baltimore’s housing market, leaving its black 

inhabitants to contend with rapidly worsening conditions. Between 1900 and 1940, 

the black population in the city more than doubled. Black migration and resettlement 

occurred mainly in neighborhoods contiguous to the downtown area. Barriers to 

quality work and equity largely excluded black participation in the development 

boom of the early-twentieth century, causing new arrivals to become members of 

established communities with aging housing stocks and poor sanitation standards. 

The Great Depression compounded blacks’ struggles to find a footing in the city’s 

housing market as high unemployment, housing insecurity, and poverty beset many 

of the city’s inhabitants. The movement of whites to the developing north and the 

surrounding counties, rank sanitation, contagious disease, overcrowding, deteriorating 

quarters, a shrinking tax base, and a desire to consolidate black communities served 

as the catalysts for federal, state, and municipal redevelopment initiatives in the realm 

of federally-subsidized public housing.262  

These initiatives polarized developers. Those against federal intervention 

argued that private realty was equipped to furnish the city’s residents with passable 

housing and that federal initiatives were both ill-advised and incapable of dealing 
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Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988).  



 

 

224 
 

with the city’s poverty problem. Commenting on slums in 1934, George R. Morris, 

the president of the city’s Real Estate Board, opined, “We all know the results, and 

most of us know the cause, but all of the remedies so far advanced offer only a mild, 

temporary treatment of the disease rather than an attack upon the germs which must 

continue to multiply in all of our great metropolitan centers until they are utterly 

destroyed.”263 Despite his confidence, Morris’ assumption that everyone “knew the 

cause” of urban decay was far from clear and highly-debated. His position was that 

incomes for working people were too low and that the working poor were in dire need 

of education to ensure that their “children [would] appreciate and be able to enjoy 

higher standards of living.”264 Morris’ comments both redirected the roots of housing 

insecurity to another source—income—and undermined the poor’s ability to enjoy a 

higher quality of life if such redevelopments were to happen. For Morris, in targeting 

housing and not income, the city was allowing the “disease” to spread even further 

than it already had.  

In taking this position, Morris engaged in a veritable “finger-pointing” 

match—a dynamic that would serve to obstruct rehabilitative efforts in decades to 

come. In arguments over urban development, agencies would often blame other 

agencies or factors for social problems that, during those lengthy periods of debate, 

caused social programs to stymie (see Chapter 5). Moreover, Morris’ use of disease 

imagery in describing the problems of slums functioned both metaphorically and 

literally, as slums had become so fetid in the 1930s that Horatio B. Hackett of the 
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Public Works Administration (PWA) contended, “A third of our population lives in 

structures unfit for human habitation.”265 Contagious diseases like tuberculosis, 

syphilis, and typhoid disproportionately affected black neighborhoods and led to high 

infant mortality rates and decreased life expectancies.266  

Nevertheless, members of the Real Estate Board and other developer 

advocacy groups generally minimized these health and quality of life problems or 

otherwise acknowledged their existence but rather indifferently asserted that blacks 

and recently-arrived immigrants could weather the proverbial storm—an attitude that 

mirrored zoners’ beliefs that some populations contained within them a cultural 

predilection to withstand adverse living conditions. They further contended that the 

financial burden to repair slums that were arguably—at least in part—a consequence 

of failed city planning, should not fall on taxpayers and that further city planning 

could very well become a menace to white property values while failing to address 

the root causes of housing insecurity. In this vein, Morris noted, “The Federal 

Government should not use the taxpayers’ money to destroy the value of their 

property by building new houses in Baltimore of a type and at a price or rental value 

beyond the reach of slum dwellers.”267 Concerning the latter claim, Morris reasoned 

that, if the barrier to decent housing was low wages and high rents, new housing 

would not help matters. Perhaps his biggest critique of federal redevelopment, 

however, was aimed at the population it was intended to serve. Echoing Jefferson C. 

Grinnalds, Morris contended that black Baltimoreans were uniquely capable of living 
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in subpar housing, which was beyond adequate in comparison to recent immigrants’ 

expectations.  

What we class as slum housing by the standards of this country is far 

better than that to which many families who have come here from 

foreign shores have been accustomed for many generations. Some of 

these are no doubt quite content with their present quarters, and would 

rather save a part of their income than pay increased rent for better 

quarters. It is to the education of the children of these families we must 

look for a satisfactory solution of this part of the problem unless we 

are ready to adopt Government inspection and supervision of living 

conditions of all classes, including a large part of our colored 

population which seems content to live under slum conditions.268 

For Morris, blacks and first-generation immigrants were predisposed to innately low 

standards. Moreover, perceptions of black resilience were used to invalidate their 

need for safe and sanitary living conditions. These perceptions rendered this 

generation of black Baltimoreans a lost cause. Luckily, the cycle of assimilation 

would instill new American standards in the next generation to combat the 

deficiencies of their parents. He concluded, “We must either pay these people 

adequate wages for their labor and educate their children to appreciate and be able to 

enjoy higher standards of living or subsidize them at the expense of the taxpayers to 

the extent that they can have decent housing facilities.”269 Since the latter seemed out 
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of the question, the former would eventually become the “solution” to the housing 

crisis, although, the extent to which there was a housing crisis was still up for some 

debate as far as realtors were concerned.   

 For groups like the Maryland League of Building Associations (MLBA) and 

the Real Estate Board, Baltimore, unlike other major metropolitan cities with 

towering multi-story tenements, was in comparatively good shape. These 

organizations joined in a long line of voices, who, over the decades, echoed a 

distinctively Baltimorean blind-spot in the realm of housing conditions. Baltimore 

was not like other cities. It did not have tenements. The extent to which this claim 

was true relied on semantic considerations. Most of the buildings in the city were not 

towering, overcrowded deathtraps (i.e. a traditional understanding of “tenements”), 

but that did not necessarily mean that the housing conditions were good.270 While 

there is certainly truth to the claim that Baltimore’s housing problems were much 

different than other cities’ problems, private interests offered race-blind statistics that 

elided the realities of slum living. While white working-class families in East 

Baltimore owned recently built homes at respectable levels, blacks in alley dwellings 

in the Old City suffered from terrible overcrowding, poor sanitation, and heightened 

exposure to germs and contagion—problems that required city services and public 

intervention.  

In response to the MLBA’s assertion that the city had a surplus of vacant, 

habitable homes, the PWA countered, “In making such a statement it should have 

                                                 
270 For a discussion on how the housing stock was planned, financed, and constructed 
in a way that was conducive to smaller dwellings, see Chapter 2. For a discussion on 
the idea that Baltimore was devoid of tenements, see Chapter 3.  
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been noted that 209,000 dwellings exist in Baltimore. [The] vacancy rate of dwellings 

fit for habitation is nearly 2.5 percent and portends an actual housing shortage in 

Baltimore.”271 Rabbi Edward L. Israel, in a speech delivered in 1935, provided 

further evidence that race-blind assessments skewed housing data, asserting that black 

occupancy per assessed acre of land was more than double that of white occupancy, 

that houses in black communities ranged from 50 to 90 years old, and that 

tuberculosis and infant mortality disproportionately affected black families living in 

overcrowded, poorly-tended homes.272 

While opponents focused their critiques on the inefficacy of large-scale 

redevelopment, proponents saw redevelopment as an opportunity to address, among 

other things, long-standing issues in city planning and policy. A cohort of planners, 

including James Edmunds, W. W. Emmart, and C.D. Loomis, led the charge against 

slums.273 Loomis, an architect and the future technical director of the Housing 

Authority of Baltimore City (HABC), penned an op-ed in the Sun in 1932 entitled, 

“Putting Abandoned City Areas Back into Use” wherein he outlined the major 

impediments stalling urban development, including an obsolete city plan, suburban 

expansion, and racial enmity.274  For Loomis, these three factors placed a deadweight 

on growth and grafted “social pus pockets”275 onto an out-of-date street grid that 

sapped the city of its tax base. According to the architect,   
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…the public authority is only operative up to the building lines of any 

city block. Within those lines lies one of the major causes of “blight.” 

The blocks were cut up years ago by men who neither would nor could 

foresee the result into the most impractical shapes. What modern and 

reasonably attractive use can be made of a piece of land eighteen feet 

wide and over a hundred feet deep? The ingenuity of man has found 

no answer to this, and this piece of land is what the average deed 

describes in Baltimore’s dying areas. What is more, this kind of 

property is in hopeless future competition with countless undeveloped 

acres right over the city’s borders. There is too much good land close 

to the city. Only use values can hold up.276 

For planners with an eye on the horizon, the seemingly endless lines of two- and 

three-story red brick rowhomes were an unattractive option for home life as the health 

benefits of daylight and open space had become conventional wisdom.277 Yet and 

still, this form of architecture covered the landscape and had proven lucrative for 

builders during the early-twentieth century and continued to produce surplus value as 

ground leases steadily absorbed yearly payments. Loomis’ preference for “good land” 

beyond the city’s borders echoed the disproportionate attention given to suburban 

development that indirectly contributed to the deterioration of some city homes. 

What’s more, these homes, because of a plan developed over a century earlier, stood 

in dangerous proximity to one another.   
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More than an occasion to address outdated city planning, proponents of urban 

redevelopment also saw public housing as a way to safeguard white communities 

from black encroachment. While zoning had provided a general architecture that 

theoretically separated city residents along race and class lines, urban redevelopment 

guaranteed that blacks would be contained within strategically-sited zones, and this 

containment would prohibit them from becoming nuisances to precious white realty. 

Redevelopment also offered opportunities to displace entire black communities and 

replace them with white working-class residents. In the case of urban redevelopment, 

control of the city itself was at stake. For Loomis,  

The problem of the racial groups is today the greatest stumblingblock 

[sic] in the way of “repossession” in Baltimore. This difficulty can be 

removed, but only by giving colored people a place of their own that 

they can live in decently. The present system of handling colored 

tenants insures the widest possible dispersal of this group throughout 

the city. If their own residential section (and we have four wards 

which are from 51 to 88 per cent colored) were made reasonably 

decent and reasonably well kept, had play spaces for children, proper 

sanitation, buildings into which light and air could get, and which were 

not and could not easily become dilapidated, the movement would be 

reversed and considerable areas of potentially valuable property would 

be freed from the threat of colored infiltration which now holds the 

block out of profitable use. The dispersal of colored people is a 

symptom of the severe exploitation that they have undergone and the 
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lack of foresight, or even the realization of the problem, by both the 

public authority and the investor in real estate.278 

Loomis’ outwardly benign yearning to provide decent housing for blacks echoes a 

contradiction in the moment’s white liberalist thought wherein the dignified existence 

of all people could be asserted in the same breath as the desire to control and delimit 

their movement. The virtues of segregation were also taken for granted as blacks were 

presumed to aspire toward living in neighborhoods separate from whites. For Loomis, 

black people’s “dispersal” around the city had the two-fold consequence of lowering 

white property values while exploiting black peoples’ economic limitations and 

forcing them to live in communities in which they felt unwelcome. The imagery 

conjured by Loomis’ assessment of the situation objectified black people as though 

they were pieces on a chess board—subject to movability by planners whose 

activities required no input from the people whose lives would be affected the most 

by the programs. In the end, Loomis concluded, “The large-scale housing project is 

the only hopeful method yet offered for restoring the taxable basis of our cities.”279  

In the end, the planners ruled the day as city housing projects were eventually 

approved and erected at a steady pace. In some cases, the contracts to build these 

projects went to the very men who had proposed them.280 Public housing would 

become an industry, and black people were largely excluded from participating in it. 

One observer recounted this process of displacement and exclusion succinctly in the 

pages of the Baltimore Afro-American:  
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Slum clearance and Federal housing projects are worked up by white 

groups which include architects, contractors, realtors and bankers. 

They are interested in handling several million dollars and keeping 

some of it for themselves. They are not interested in housing or slum 

clearance. The government compels them to present plans for a 

colored as well as a white project. Without advice, or help of any kind, 

the local white group selects a spot, plans the houses, and takes it as a 

matter of course that colored people will accept what is done for them 

and approve it without delay or question. They haven’t once thought 

that we would want to choose our own location, plan our own houses, 

and have the government housing officials working with us instead of 

for us.281 

Indeed, input from black communities who were subject to redevelopment initiatives 

was disregarded at worst and symbolic at best. Additionally, since the efforts of white 

city planners were aimed at both redeveloping city neighborhoods and segregating 

city space, soliciting the input of the affected parties may have proven potentially 

contrary to their aims. 

Conclusion  

The debates surrounding federal redevelopment efforts, which materialized in 

the development of largescale city projects, demonstrated the persistence and efficacy 

of both the nuisance doctrine and the Negro Menace doctrine of the early-twentieth 
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century. In the case of urban redevelopment, these discourses animated bureaucrats’ 

arguments vis-à-vis the necessity of financing and erecting public housing projects. 

For these figures—and, ultimately, for the city—in order to abate the potential 

nuisance of racial admixture that could prevail in the developing suburbs or in white 

communities in the Old City, black people, who were seen since at least the 

Progressive period as a population that, based on their cultural particularities, 

required the development and imposition of novel urban reformatory strategies in the 

areas of housing, planning, and law enforcement, must be locked in geographic place. 

This understanding would codify the boundaries of racial existence in the city for 

some decades until the enthusiasm surrounding urban redevelopment shifted to 

community rehabilitation—a concept taken up in the next chapter.   
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Chapter 5: 2,100 Blocks: The Baltimore Plan of Housing Law 
Enforcement 

Introduction  

Without access to home repair loans, resettlement equity, or attentive 

landlords, living conditions in black neighborhoods declined, precipitating the 

introduction of intensive federally-backed restructurings. In the 1940s, public housing 

developers razed thousands of dilapidated homes and replaced them with housing 

projects sited in strategic locations to reinforce and ensure the separation of white and 

black. Meanwhile, white suburbs in the north continued to blossom as white 

homeowners secured home loans backed by the Federal Housing Authority (FHA) 

and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). These loans generally offered 

favorable interest rates and required relatively small down payments.  

Though public housing projects seemed an effective way to deal with many of 

the issues that preoccupied city reformers regarding poor neighborhoods—that is, 

horrid sanitation standards, the slums’ negative effects on property values and the 

city’s tax base, and access to affordable housing for the city’s poor—the reality 

remained that poor, primarily black, families continued to occupy dwellings around 

the city unfit for human habitation. This reality pushed unlikely allies, including 

liberal reformers, planners, mortgagers, realtors, city agencies, and bureaucrats, to 

collaborate on a plan that would become known nationally as “the Baltimore Plan,” a 

multi-pronged attack on the city’s slums. Through an investigation into the various 

facets of the Baltimore Plan, as well as a close analysis of the discourses and 

promotional materials that accompanied the Plan’s development and dissolution, this 



 

 

235 
 

chapter dramatizes the Plan’s fits and starts from its inception in the immediate post-

war period to its functional end in 1953.  

In dramatizing the bureaucratic stalemates and debates that characterized the 

Plan’s conceptualization, implementation, and dissolution, this chapter presents a 

local investigation of the competing liberal ideologies that shaped public policy in 

American metropoles following World War II. This liberalism, which both exalted 

the capacities of individual achievement while embracing a paternalistic attitude 

toward the empowerment of the country’s poor populations through structured 

redevelopment, caused activist reformers and city bureaucrats to butt heads over the 

degree to which public interventions should abet the alleviation of inequitable 

conditions in the nation’s low-income areas. In the Baltimore Plan, we see this 

tension manifest in the continuously warring ideologies of three groups: community 

organizers, city government, and private realty. These ideologies are encapsulated in 

summary form in this section and expanded upon throughout the rest of the chapter.  

Regarding community organizers, the Baltimore Plan captured a moment in 

which an increasing professionalization emblematized local activism. In their efforts 

to uplift the city’s black population, community-based activists sought positions 

within and collaborations among city agencies. In attempting to clean up the city’s 

poor communities, this group exhibited an ambivalent attitude toward racialized 

poverty. While generally asserting that issues of a structural nature impeded black 

Baltimoreans’ abilities to thrive in neglected neighborhoods, these reformers 

nonetheless presented solutions geared toward individual empowerment and often 

found fault in the perceived sexual lawlessness and general laziness of the city’s 
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black and poor people. To this end, instead of forwarding resolutions to poverty that 

accounted for structural racism and sexism, community groups supported the 

imposition of “liberal adult education,” a philosophy that located the source of 

racialized poverty in the perceived lack of knowledge that characterized black men 

and women.282 If black people were property educated, they reasoned, they would be 

able to bring themselves out of poverty and in-line with the moral values espoused by 

white heteropatriarchal institutions—a persistent idea that has animated much of 

progressive liberal reform throughout the pages of this dissertation.  

While community organizers sought to instill liberal adult education, the city 

government’s approach, led by an extremely active Health Department, sought to 

clean up slums in accordance with newly-developed property controls. The Health 

Department’s seemingly only concern regarding impoverished communities was the 

danger that ill-kept structures posed to public health. For them, once low-income 

property was brought up to the city’s Building Code, the city’s obligations to those 

areas were effectively over.  

This approach appealed to private realty which, since the imposition of 

largescale public housing redevelopment, sought to curb the activity of federal 

agencies in the city’s real estate market. In the Baltimore Plan, private realty found a 

campaign that both appealed to the liberal sensibilities of public housing advocates 

and made public housing redevelopment much less necessary. Rather than level 

dilapidated housing, they reasoned, city governments should encourage housing 

rehabilitation and code enforcement. This approach would create opportunities for 
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real estate contractors and work to alleviate the rampant conditions of poverty that 

characterized the country’s urban areas. It was a win-win that would supplant the 

disciplinary structures of public housing with a different disciplinary apparatus in 

code enforcement that subjected city property to routine and targeted surveillance.  

 To capture these competing ideologies and their constitutive elements, the 

following chapter uses archival resources, including newsprint, official Baltimore 

Plan publications, Health Department bulletins, and national public health periodicals, 

to both narrate the development and implementation of the Baltimore Plan and 

interrogate the ongoing debates that both animated and hampered its execution. My 

reading practice is guided by a desire to understand how racialized and gendered 

assumptions, particularly around questions of public health, were articulated, seized 

upon, and masked in debates around public obligations toward the alleviation of 

poverty.  

This chapter contributes to the dissertation’s broader argument in 

demonstrating how, through the development of municipal surveillance in code 

enforcement policy and practice, blackness continued to exist as a site of compulsory 

regulation wherein assessments of black life and culture justified a level of policing 

that subjected black Baltimoreans to institutional oversight and criminal penalties. In 

the case of code enforcement, private property became a site of public interest as 

black men and women were understood as incapable of completing routine home 

economic tasks. Because of this belief, black neighborhoods became the settings for 

yet another reformatory experiment. Tellingly, this “Baltimore Plan” could be said to 

have been an ongoing project of the last half-century. Repeatedly, municipal “plans” 
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and “projects” emerged in the city’s black neighborhoods to surveil and discipline 

black life under the paternalistic assumption that black people could not govern 

themselves. The Baltimore Plan of Housing Law Enforcement was no different.  

 

“A City of Slums”: Developing the Baltimore Plan  

On October 31, 1941, as the city’s slums lay in deteriorated states, and after 

the City Council deemed the city’s Building Code “obsolete and in need of revision,” 

Mayor Howard Jackson signed off on an ordinance to update it. The updated Building 

Code, which was almost 1,500 pages long, revised old policies and established new 

policies in the realms of permitting, inspection, procedure, and, most importantly, 

enforcement. During this period, Baltimore’s slums became nationally known for 

their exceptionally horrendous character. As evidence of this notoriety, Peter 

Henderson notes how, by 1940, Baltimore, in relation to other U.S. metropoles, 

boasted the highest percentages of homes without private flush toilets, homes with 

outside toilets, homes without baths or showers, and homes in need of major 

structural repairs.283 The deterioration of the slums was so grave that Frank Henry, 

long-time Sun Sunday feature writer, branded the city with the sobriquet, “A City of 

Slums.”284 

In response to these sanitary hazards, the Building Code, along with a hygiene 

ordinance passed a few months before it, established minimum requirements in the 

realm of home upkeep while also providing the city’s various bureaus with 

                                                 
283 Henderson, “Local Deals and the New Deal State,” 303-304.   
284 Frank Henry, “Court Behind the Cleanup,” Baltimore Sun, March 20, 1949.  



 

 

239 
 

enforcement powers to see to it that landlords and tenants complied with the new 

regulations. For instance, under the new regulations, homes were to be kept free of 

excessive garbage, dirt, and rat infestation, rainwater was to be properly drained to 

avoid roof leaks, and proper plumbing, water, lighting, and ventilation standards were 

to be kept at a level fit for “human habitation.” Failure to adhere to these provisions 

could result in liens on realty and fines against a landlord. Additionally, tenants faced 

potential criminal charges if they failed to maintain the cleanliness of their dwellings 

or forcible vacations in instances where their landlords failed to repair dangerous 

living conditions.285 

Despite the articulation of these new health standards in city law, their 

enforcement was neither immediate nor exact. Luckily, a group of civic-minded 

reformers, led by famed Baltimore public servants Hans Froelicher, Jr. and Frances 

Morton, had become active in slum rehabilitation efforts through community 

organizing, advocacy, and education. Morton became a reformer of some note when, 

in 1936, she completed a study of two slum wards in the city and publicized her 

findings in local newsprint. In 1941, Morton, Froelicher, and others formed the 

Citizens Planning and Housing Association (CPHA) to help coordinate an attack on 

the slums using the city’s new Building Code as a guide. The CPHA would model 

their slum program after a 1936 housing code program developed in Toronto and 

coordinated by that city’s Commissioner of Buildings, K.S. Gillies, who conducted a 

seminar for the CPHA in 1941. During the seminar, Gillies recounted how Toronto’s 

program brought disparate public and private organizations together to ensure 
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minimum health standards in the city’s poorest communities. The CPHA would 

advocate for and coordinate a similar interdepartmental collaborative effort among 

Baltimore’s various community groups and city agencies, who were viewed as 

integral to eradicating slum conditions in the city. 286  

To this end, in 1945, Mayor Theodore McKedlin appointed a special Housing 

Law Enforcement Committee, which was comprised of various experts in fields 

relating to public health and governance. The committee also boasted CPHA 

representation as its head, Alfred Fletcher, was a former president of the association. 

What resulted from CPHA’s organizing and the Housing Law Enforcement 

Committee’s recommendations became the organizational basis of “The Baltimore 

Plan,” which brought together the Bureaus of Building Inspection, Sanitation, and 

Highways, Rodent Control, Community Sanitation, the Health Department, the Fire 

Department, and a wing of the Police Department that dealt exclusively with code 

enforcement issues, called the “Sanitation Squad.” These organizations would comb 

through the city on a block-by-block basis, issuing citations, enforcing code 

violations, and trying violators for various housing crimes. These violators would be 

tried first in the criminal courts, and, beginning in 1947, in a specially-established 

“Housing Court,” the first of its kind in the nation.287  

Block No. 1: Establishing an Identity  

With its organization set, in 1947, the Baltimore Plan faced its first challenge 

in South Baltimore’s Federal Hill. Here, diverse groups conducted a multi-agency 
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cleanup of the predominately black slum district. The block under scrutiny during this 

effort contained 83 dwellings and was bounded by Bevan, Henrietta, Hamburg, and 

Leadenhall streets, and became popularly referred to as “Block No. 1” (Fig. 5.1). In a 

Sun piece, Carroll E. Williams, the paper’s business editor, provided a retrospective 

of the Baltimore Plan’s debut and assessed its accomplishments and failures. 

According to Williams, the plan was an overall success that led to a steep elevation in 

the block tenants’ quality of life. For instance, under the guidance of Baltimore Plan 

agents, Block No. 1’s “rat-infested” outhouses, home additions, and tattered wooden 

board fences, all of which constituted sanitary violations and fire hazards, were safely 

eliminated. In addition, when the project started, a reported 80 percent of the homes 

had outdoor toilets (or, “hoppers,” as they were more commonly known). A year 

later, the block contained no hoppers, 83 percent of the families on the block had 

private toilets, and 100 percent of the block’s families had running water. Despite the 

huge gains made on the block, there was one troubling detail that went relatively 

uninterrogated in Williams’ article. According to the author, as landlords put money 

into repairs on their properties, the average rent paid by the block’s tenants went up 

11 percent. 288 This accompanying increase would prove detrimental to black 

homeowners and renters in years to come as indeterminate “maintenance” costs and 

fees would heavily augment their monthly rent or mortgage payments and force them 

into perpetual cycles of debt (see Chapter 2).  

                                                 
288 Carroll E. Williams, “Slum Work Bears Fruit,” Baltimore Sun, August 4, 1948.  
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Fig. 5.1. The geographic boundaries of Block No. 1 (Source: Map sketched by author). 

Without historical perspective to contextualize the potentially dire 

consequences of maintenance costs on black families, the first implementation of the 

Baltimore Plan seemed, by all accounts, a success. However, the rehabilitation of a 

few blocks here and there represented nothing more than another piecemeal urban 

reform effort like so many others before it. The plan’s chief advocates, aware of this 

fact, wanted to vigorously apply the plan across much larger swaths of the city. To do 

so, two crucial developments had to occur. First, the plan needed public support. All 

too often, throughout the city’s history, public opinion tended to minimize social 

issues or otherwise deny their existence.289 Considering the public’s routine 

                                                 
289 This was true in the case of Janet Kemp’s Housing Conditions study in 1907 when 
the reformer’s report butted up against the dogged assumption that the city had no 
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recalcitrance, reformers found the need to represent the severity of the slum problem 

by highlighting the nature of the Plan, the stakes of the work, and how housing law 

enforcement fit into a broader, holistic plan of attack on slums that included the 

construction of new public housing. The second development was an increase in the 

plan’s autonomy through the reorganization of city departments. As it stood, the 

plan’s chief advocates came to realize that the process of expanding the program 

would become hampered by the clumsiness inherent in coordinating multiple city 

agencies, many of which had different enforcement protocols and competing 

philosophies.  

To publicize the Plan and attempt to sway public opinion, many of the Plan’s 

chief advocates took to the newspapers. For instance, on July 11, 1948, a year or so 

after the Block No. 1 effort, Hans Froelicher, Jr., president of the CPHA, penned an 

op-ed in the Sun sketching the contours of the Baltimore Plan and indicting the 

citizens of Baltimore for failing to grasp its importance. Froelicher’s op-ed began 

confrontationally, as the author noted how the national enthusiasm for the Plan failed 

to grip the citizens that, in his estimation, it would benefit the most—Baltimoreans. 

He wrote, “It is disappointing and disturbing to interested Baltimoreans to realize that 

the majority of citizens here are not even aware of this program and to realize that 

lasting success of the program depends largely on citizen participation.”290 For 

CPHA, “participation” meant a number of things. For instance, for families affected 

                                                 
tenement problems because it had no tenements. A similar line of reasoning was used 
to block the entrance of the Public Works Administration’s housing program as 
opponents successfully argued that there was no housing problem in the city.   
290 Hans Froelicher, Jr., “On Supporting Slum Cleaning,” Baltimore Sun, July 11, 
1948.  
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by slums, the CPHA sought volunteers to serve as “block captains”—residents tasked 

with ensuring that their blocks remained up to code through routine engagements with 

their neighbors. For outsiders, the CPHA often sought participation through 

charitability or through slum tours that would instill empathy in younger generations 

of Baltimoreans.  

For reformers like Froelicher, such participation was critical to the alleviation 

of slum conditions, particularly considering their dire state. In his op-ed, the reformer 

provided detailed statistics of these conditions, including the inordinately high levels 

of “dilapidation”291 that prevailed in the city’s poorest neighborhoods, as well as the 

percentage of homes that still had outdoor hoppers and lacked proper sanitation. For 

Froelicher, these issues of land use presaged hostile social and epidemic outcomes, 

including “crime, disease, and death” that could spread into the city’s well-to-do, 

implicitly white, neighborhoods.292 He concluded the op-ed by highlighting the local 

work that was being done in collaboration with bureaus active in the Baltimore Plan, 

including a neighborhood cleanup effort in Block No. 1 and a trip taken by the 

students of Garrison Junior High School—located in suburban Northwest 

                                                 
291 This term was used somewhat imprecisely throughout the period by reformers and 
surveyors to designate what constituted a “habitable” space. Before 1950, the U.S. 
Census Bureau did not use the term; instead, it classified homes based on what 
“major repairs” were needed. In 1950, the Census began designating homes as 
“dilapidated” and “not dilapidated.” This categorical shift caused some confusion of 
interpretation once the 1950 U.S. Census of Housing was published. Froelicher’s use 
here is probably less prescriptive and more literal, referring to an unkept home. See: 
E.L.J., “Gleanings from the Census: Housing, 1940 and 1950,” Baltimore Sun, July 
31, 1951.  
292 Froelicher, “On Supporting Slum Cleaning.”   
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Baltimore—through the city’s slum districts that purportedly aroused them to 

coordinate their own block cleanup campaign.  

Froelicher wasn’t the only advocate to publicize and argue for the importance 

of the Baltimore Plan. The same year that Froelicher penned his op-ed in the Sun, the 

Plan found an unlikely ally in the National Association of Real Estate Boards 

(NAREB) which endorsed it at their 1948 annual meeting. NAREB, which felt that 

federally-subsidized public housing encroached on the market for private realty, 

considered the Baltimore Plan to be an effective replacement for such federal efforts. 

In a resolution penned at their annual meeting, NAREB argued,  

We believe that slum elimination and rehabilitation is the obligation of 

local and State governments…. Slum elimination and public housing 

are not anomalous in any way. Slums are the result of bad municipal 

and private housekeeping. In most instances houses in slum areas can 

be economically reconditioned and thus reclaimed.293 

For NAREB, slums were caused by lax municipal enforcement and stewardship, as 

well as irresponsible tenants and landlords. The Baltimore Plan tackled both issues by 

developing and executing a comprehensive plan of housing law enforcement to 

maintain stability in the slums and police landlords and tenants. With new regulations 

in place to protect property and punish offenders who allowed it to chafe, homes 

could be rehabilitated and sustained. Thus, federal agencies need not level whole city 

blocks of potentially recoverable housing and erect public housing projects. 

NAREB’s endorsement and its characterization of the Baltimore Plan as a potential 

                                                 
293 John T. Ward, “Rent-Control End is Urged,” Baltimore Sun, November 21, 1948.  
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replacement for federally-subsidized redevelopment projects, though totally out of 

step with the intentions of many of the Plan’s advocates, effectively raised questions 

as to the Baltimore Plan’s ultimate aims—a question that would plague the Baltimore 

Plan for the duration of its existence.  

 In partial response to NAREB and other organizations and individuals who 

wished to use the Baltimore Plan as a justification for the elimination of public 

housing efforts, the plan’s chief supporters warned that it was not enough to simply 

rehabilitate poor housing—there must also be an accompanying and complementary 

effort to create new housing for low-income residents. For instance, Harry S. Kruger, 

magistrate of the city’s Housing Court, observed that, if the Baltimore Plan were 

executed as a substitute for widescale redevelopment, then the city’s housing stock 

would fall instead of rise because many of the homes that were surveyed had to be 

razed due to extreme dilapidation. This decrease in housing would make it even 

harder for low-income folks to find adequate dwellings.294 Echoing this sentiment, 

Judge Joseph Sherbow, in a talk delivered to the Junior Association of Commerce, 

while praising the work of Kruger and the Housing Court, pithily observed, “Does 

taking a toilet out of a backyard and putting it inside really change things so much?” 

Sherbow, in making this remark, implied that the Baltimore Plan, if left 

unaccompanied by new development, would prove ineffective in ameliorating the 

slum problem. Instead, he urged the development of low-income housing in 

collaboration with city agencies.295  

                                                 
294 “‘Plan’ Reduces City Housing,” Baltimore Sun, June 9, 1949.  
295 “Urges More Imagination,” Baltimore Sun, May 19, 1949.  
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 At CPHA’s 1949 annual meeting, Froelicher took up the question of the 

Baltimore Plan’s end goals and thoroughly distanced it from the vision put forth by 

NAREB by highlighting the plan’s inherent shortcomings. For Froelicher, “The 

Baltimore Plan, even if it is successful to the ultimate degree, will not finally solve 

the housing problem in this city.”296 Froelicher characterized the plan as a bandage 

that had the capacity to mend recoverable areas of the city; however, it could not 

possibly provide housing solutions for all the city’s housing insecure residents, which 

he numbered around 300,000. Froelicher attributed the ignorance regarding this 

reality to racial privilege. He remarked, “I doubt if any white person knows what the 

housing shortage really is like. As proof, let me say that last year, as far as I know, 

not a single apartment was advertised in the Afro American which would accept 

children.”297 Froelicher concluded that the answer to the city’s housing woes, like the 

Baltimore Plan itself, would have to be a combination of public and private enterprise 

and collaboration. For residents of slum districts that had moved beyond the realms of 

recoverability, public housing must be supported and developed. For middle-class 

residents in the city, Froelicher supported the development of cheaper structures that 

could reduce what he viewed as the exorbitant rents paid by the city’s middle-class in 

expensively constructed homes and apartments. New and cost-effective structures 

could be researched in collaboration with private realty, who could then develop them 

using private capital.  

                                                 
296 “City Housing Need is Cited,” Baltimore Sun, June 2, 1949.  
297 Ibid.  
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 Perhaps the biggest and most influential critic of the NAREB-type argument 

that the Baltimore Plan could replace largescale redevelopment was the city’s mayor, 

Thomas “Tommy” D’Alesandro. At a congressional hearing hosted by the House 

Banking and Currency Committee on a bill that would later become the Housing Act 

of 1949, D’Alesandro testified in favor of new public housing projects and sought to 

“clear up once and for all the confusion and exaggerated claims which are being made 

in various parts of the country about the Baltimore Plan.”298 For D’Alesandro, the 

Baltimore Plan was a temporary and remedial measure that could relieve slum 

conditions “until such time as the slums can be torn down and satisfactory housing 

supplied.”299 He further testified, like Kruger, that the Baltimore Plan actually put a 

dent in the city’s housing supply, since many homes had to be razed due to 

dilapidation. Ultimately, the Baltimore Plan was nothing more than an “interim 

measure” that must be accompanied by redevelopment.  

That same year, after having publicly asserted his position that the Baltimore 

Plan was both an important program for slum maintenance as well as a small piece in 

a much larger redevelopment puzzle, D’Alesandro took on the other issue that was 

stymieing the effectiveness of the Baltimore Plan: bureaucratic disorganization. As 

the Baltimore Plan moved slowly and unsurely among different blocks in the city, its 

effectiveness was becoming hampered by governmental red tape. To centralize the 

coordination of the Baltimore Plan, D’Alesandro created the Office of Housing and 

Law Enforcement, an agency tasked with expanding the scope of the plan. He 

                                                 
298 “Discusses Housing Law Limitations,” Baltimore Sun, May 7, 1949.  
299 Ibid.  
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appointed G. Yates Cook, who had previously worked in the Health Department’s 

housing division and was an early proponent of the Plan, as head of the agency. 

Along with Cook, an Advisory Committee, chaired by famed developer James Rouse, 

was appointed to provide recommendations and support the new office. 300  

“Petty Jealousies”: Difficulties Expanding the Plan  

Despite D’Alesandro’s best efforts, both issues—the Baltimore Plan’s 

intentions and its bureaucratic organization—continued to hamper the Plan’s 

execution into the 1950s. Regarding the former, in November 1950, an injunction was 

filed against the Housing Authority of Baltimore City (HABC) to halt the erection of 

three public housing developments—one in Armistead Gardens, one in Cherry Hill, 

and one in Westport. The complainants, one of which included the Belair-

Improvement Association seeking to halt the erection of Armistead Gardens in their 

backyard, contended that the Baltimore Plan made such projects unnecessary. 301 The 

judge ruled against the complainants and sided with HABC, affirming that a host of 

different housing strategies would be necessary for solving the housing crisis in the 

city.302  

Such pressure from similarly opportunistic groups put the Baltimore Plan’s 

proponents back on the offensive. Froelicher, in an open letter to Flora Y. Hatcher of 

                                                 
300 “Putting a Little more ‘Plan’ in the Baltimore Plan,” Baltimore Sun, October 22, 
1949.  
301 “New Housing to Clear Slums Unnecessary, Court is Told,” Baltimore Sun, 
November 7, 1950.  
302 “Courts Back City Housing Projects,” Baltimore Sun, November 22, 1950. The 
complainants would appeal this decision to the Maryland Court of Appeals in April 
1951.   
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the Housing and Home Finance Agency, a precursor to the contemporary Department 

of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), outlined the connection between the 

Baltimore Plan and public housing, forcefully asserting that, “To urge the plan as 

anything approaching a full answer to the gruesome housing situation of large cities 

like Baltimore is treason to the truth.”303 Froelicher assured Hatcher that the 

Baltimore Plan was never intended to encroach on the development of new public 

housing and that Mayor D’Alesandro put his full support behind both the plan and 

additional public development. He further highlighted the fact that the Baltimore Plan 

was simply incapable of correcting some of the most egregious housing conditions, 

including mixed-use zoning, which put poor families close to pollutants and other 

environmental hazards, and dangerously dilapidated structures. 304 

 In addition to Froelicher’s continued public insistence on the scope and 

limitations of the Baltimore Plan, some of the city’s politicos insisted that the plan 

amounted to nothing more than a complement to existing and emergent 

redevelopment efforts. For instance, Roger Merrick of HABC, in an open letter to the 

president of the City Council in support of an ordinance to authorize new public 

housing, tacitly expressed support for the continued development of public housing 

while characterizing the city’s Housing Court and the Baltimore Plan as a 

“supplement” to such efforts.305 As a supplement, the Plan’s supporters viewed the 

gains made under the plan as significant. In March 1950, a Sun piece was released 

                                                 
303 “Housing Needs Called Many,” Baltimore Sun, June 20, 1950.  
304 Ibid.  
305 “Merrick asks Public Housing Program to Clean up Slums,” Baltimore Sun, 
February 18, 1950.  
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highlighting the plan’s major accomplishments since its inception: “4,604 outside 

hoppers removed, 6,000 inside toilets installed or repaired, 1,000 roofs mended, 1,359 

plastering jobs completed, 11,763 yards cleaned or graded, 12,300 wooden fences306 

eliminated or fixed up, 3,000 yards cemented to prevent rat infestation.”307  

 While these statistics certainly seemed impressive, they lacked context. 

Luckily, four months later, the Census Bureau, which had been asked by HABC to 

survey 56 of the city’s blighted downtown census tracts to assess improvements made 

between 1940 and 1950, provided more comprehensive data. In general, the report 

found that, in 1950, twenty percent of the homes in the sample area “did not provide 

adequate shelter against the elements or endangered the safety of the occupants.” 

Additionally, about half of the units in the sample lacked central heating, a third 

lacked a private bath, and 30 percent lacked hot water. 308  

While these numbers were certainly cause for alarm, such conditions were 

expected in slum areas. The real test for reformers was how the statistics matched up 

with the 1940 figures. Had things improved? The answer was yes and no. Upon 

comparison, it turned out that the percentage of dilapidated structures had increased. 

This increase was likely due to the exodus of 40,000 white families from the slum 

districts, leaving a battery of vacant homes in their wake. Despite the increase in 

overall dilapidation, the basic conveniences present in habitable homes slightly 

increased. For instance, the percentage of homes with no private bath decreased from 

                                                 
306 Notably, the removal of wooden fences—what we might call “privacy fences” 
today—and their replacement with chain-link fences provided a method by which 
code enforcement agents could more easily investigate people’s backyards. 
307 “Slum Improvements without Court Action,” Baltimore Sun, March 28, 1950.  
308 Ibid.  



 

 

252 
 

44.3 percent to 32.6 percent, the percentage of homes with no private toilet decreased 

from 39 percent to 27 percent, and the percentage of homes with no electrical lights 

decreased from 3 percent to 1.6 percent. 309 Ultimately, the initial figures from the 

report indicated troubling demographic shifts with which reform agencies would have 

to contend, but, as far as the Baltimore Plan’s aims were concerned, some piecemeal 

improvements were being made in providing poor folks with basic conveniences.310  

 As early indicators of the program’s effectiveness were being released and 

scrutinized, and as advocates were taking to public outlets to solidify the 

supplemental nature of the plan, drama was brewing between G. Yates Cook, director 

of the newly-created Office of Housing Law Enforcement, and leaders within the 

Health Department, where the office was housed. At a hearing of the City Service 

Commission, Dr. Huntington Williams, the Health Commissioner, indicated that, 

since the creation of the ambitious Yates’ office, certain “conflicts of authority” were 

beginning to take root within the Health Department. It was not uncommon, he 

contended, for contradictory orders to emerge from the Health Department in areas 

concerning the Baltimore Plan. To address these conflicts, Williams advocated for the 

creation of yet another office within the Health Department that would be required to 

report directly to him on all decisions. The move caused speculation to arise among 

                                                 
309 Ibid.   
310 Here, I am relying on reported Census information to make an evaluation of the 
housing conditions in slum areas. In previous chapters, I pointed to the ways that data 
and statistics were used to discredit black people in the city’s slums. While I am 
always wary of statistical reports, in this instance, the reporting is more trustworthy 
because it was conducted using articulated empirical methods and did not just rely on 
the authoritative positionality of the statistic’s conveyer, as in previous examples (see 
Chapter 3).  
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Cook supporters that the real problem was one of personality, and that Williams was 

looking for a way to push Cook out.311 Onlookers became suspicious of the 

developments and, frankly, tired of the bureaucratic squabbles. For instance, one 

commenter interpreted D’Alesandro’s initial creation of the Office of Housing Law 

Enforcement as “little more than [the] shuffling of organizational tables within the 

Health Department [that] produced, if anything, less efficiency and cooperation than 

had previously existed.”312 This commenter concluded that, while nationally the 

Baltimore Plan seemed to be a pristine example of intensive urban reform, locally it 

seemed to have devolved into an organizational mess “impeded by conflicts of 

authority, petty jealousies, and interdepartmental ill will.”313  

 Mayor D’Alesandro responded to the drama initially by affirming his support 

for the current configuration within the Health Department.314 The mayor quickly 

changed his tune, however, and threw his support behind the recommendations of the 

City Services Commission, which, after repeated hearings on the conflicts of 

authority within the Health Department, recommended the creation of a Housing 

Bureau. This new bureau would still answer to the Health Commissioner, but its 

duties and roles would be much more clearly defined. On December 11, an ordinance 

to this effect was introduced in the City Council. The ordinance was signed into law 

in February of the next year. The ordinance’s text mandated that the new Housing 

Bureau exist to centralize and coordinate the activities of the various agencies 

                                                 
311 “Views Presented on Slum Cleanup,” Baltimore Sun, November 25, 1950.  
312 “No Room in the ‘Plan’ for Bureaucratic Squabbles,” Baltimore Sun, November 
26, 1950. 
313 Ibid.  
314 “Mayor Backs Slum Clearance Plan,” Baltimore Sun, November 26, 1950.  
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involved in the implementation of the Baltimore Plan within one office and to “assure 

uniform and consistent enforcement” of the city’s housing law enforcement 

regulations.315 The City Council also took this opportunity to spell out, once and for 

all, the relationship between the Baltimore Plan and public housing efforts by 

including language in the ordinance that “integrated” the city’s housing enforcement 

efforts within the general activities of the HABC and the Baltimore Redevelopment 

Commission. Together, these agencies were to form the basis of “an effective 

campaign against slum and blighted areas.”316 Cook became head of the new Housing 

Bureau, which was tasked with not only continuing the plan, but expanding it.  

The Pilot Project 

By November 1950, over 100 city blocks had been surveyed and brought up 

to code under the Baltimore Plan. Mayor D’Alesandro and the plan’s supporters, 

however, were not satisfied with the piecemeal progress and wished to enlarge the 

scope of the plan from block-by-block surveys to area-wide interventions. To this 

end, in December 1950, a 27-block area in East Baltimore was selected as the site of a 

six-month housing enforcement “blitz.” The area, bound by Preston, Chester, Chase, 

and Caroline streets (Fig. 5.2), contained about 1,000 families and was to become the 

testing ground for future largescale implementations of the Baltimore Plan—the first 

battleground in what D’Alesandro characterized as, “A largescale war on Baltimore 

slums.”317 The “Pilot Program,” as it would become popularly known, provided 

                                                 
315 “A Law Spelling out the ‘Baltimore Plan,’” Baltimore Sun, February 7, 1951.  
316 Ibid.  
317 “‘Blitz’ Slum-Improvement Drive Launched for 27-Block Area,” Baltimore Sun, 
December 15, 1950.  
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opportunities for several new tactics in housing law enforcement to be tested. Above 

anything else, however, the Pilot Program allowed reformers to develop educational 

materials to coordinate a city-wide and, hopefully, a national implementation of the 

Baltimore Plan.  

 

Fig. 5.2. The geographic boundaries of the Pilot Area (Source: Martin Millspaugh & Gurney 
Breckenfeld, The Human Side of Urban Renewal [New York: Ives Washburn, 1960], 5). 
 

The Baltimore Plan’s staunchest supporters consistently cited education as a 

focal area of intervention for the effective reformation of poor communities and, 

more pointedly, poor people. This intervention was echoed on the national level as 

discourses on black responsibility and its relationship to the preservation of black life 

and health peppered newspaper editorials and health periodicals. For instance, in the 

post-war period, the National Negro Health News, a periodical published by the 

United States Public Health Service, emphasized and highlighted strategies of 

preventive “life conservation” to aid a black population in the U.S. that continued to 

suffer disproportionately from contagious diseases and tended to live under poor 

environmental conditions.318 Health activists around the country urged that such 

                                                 
318 “Health and Safety Education,” National Negro Health News 15:1 (1947), 10.  
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preventive life conservation strategies be instituted in public school curricula to help 

black people “help themselves.”  

This concept is further enforced by an image published in the National Negro 

Health News entitled, “The Family: Happy and Healthy in a Good Home.” In it, a 

black mother of two is seen helping her adolescent daughter read while her adolescent 

son does his homework (Fig. 5.3). The image encourages a form of domesticity that 

positions health as both a physical and moral area of concern and potential 

intervention wherein the family unit must take control of its own education. The 

caption implies that, if such responsibilities were undertaken, then the home itself 

would benefit. Notably, the image lacks an adult male figure. This absence is not pure 

coincidence and could speak to several dynamics. First, as a matter of gendered roles 

in the home, the father might not be pictured as the mother may have been more 

expected to provide emotional and scholastic labor on behalf of her children. 

However, this interpretation is unlikely considering that the image is captioned with 

the word “family,” which, in a heteronormative context, referred to a nuclear family 

comprised of a mother, a father, and children. Second, and more tellingly considering 

the marked absence of black men within Baltimore Plan propaganda, the perceptions 

of absentee black fathers and the continued association of black men with violence 

might speak to the exclusion of black men from white representations in reform-

oriented imagery with which spectators were intended to have sympathy.  



 

 

257 
 

 

Fig. 5.3. From the National Negro Health News. Domestic stability and family values were seen as key 
to alleviating racialized poverty (Source: National Negro Health News 16:1 [1948], 5). 
 

In other stories, the National Negro Health News contributed to this perceived 

association between black people and violence. For instance, in one National Negro 

Health News story, the author urged, “The aim of health instruction [in public 

schools] is to assist in the development of a strong people with desirable habits, 

wholesome attitudes, and adequate knowledge relating to personal, community, and 
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racial health.”319 The feared result, if such moral imperatives were not instilled in 

black people, was, like the pseudo-scientific theories from past decades, an 

unstoppable wave of violent delinquency. In another National Negro Health News 

story, a commenter provided pseudo-historic evidence for such waves of delinquency, 

contending that, following each World War, juvenile crime spiked to unforeseen 

levels. For the author, if another such crime spike were to occur, cities in the U.S. 

would undoubtedly fall victim to “an era of open gang warfare.”320  

In Baltimore, these same values and fears were present in the discourses 

surrounding the Baltimore Plan, whose proponents made no bones about prioritizing 

both the reformation of property and people. For instance, reflecting on the supposed 

resurgence of litter that hampered Block No. 1 following the exit of city bureaucrats, 

one Baltimore Plan supporter stressed that bringing clusters of property up to code 

would not sustain neighborhood health if “the community at large is [not] 

indoctrinated in the values of sanitary living conditions.”321 As an example to 

illustrate the utter cluelessness of slum dwellers in the realm of hygiene, the 

editorialist recounted,  

The truth is that many slum dwellers have never known and therefore 

do not appreciate the advantages of sanitary living conditions. One 

woman, for example, recently expressed horror when a police 

inspector told her that he was going to see that her landlord built an 

                                                 
319 Ibid. 10.  
320 Noel Siwel, “Juvenile Delinquency—and What We Should Do about It,” National 
Negro Health News 15:2 (1947), 13. 
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inside toilet. The woman, never having seen a modern flush toilet, was 

indignant at the idea of moving a “dirty old privy” into her house. For 

such Baltimoreans a lengthy educational program is needed to make 

them want to dispose of trash correctly and take proper precautions 

against rat infestations.322  

Regardless of whether this editorialist’s anecdote was true, it echoed the conventional 

wisdom of the period, which had deep roots in the persistent reproduction of racial 

knowledge over preceding decades: poor, particularly black, slum dwellers had no 

clue as to the affordances of modern civilization and favored humbler 

accommodations. As the opponents of public housing had argued in the 1930s, this 

commenter and others like him or her believed that black Baltimoreans were not only 

predisposed to living in filthy unhygienic conditions; they preferred it. Moreover, the 

commenter could not be bothered to consider the supposed woman’s position, which 

was fundamentally a hygienic one wherein she objected to eliminating human waste 

in her household—an exceedingly logical perspective. For Baltimore Plan supporters, 

such cultural idiosyncrasies would require intensive retraining, and the Pilot Project 

provided an opportunity to provide just that.   

 Though the Pilot Program was announced in December 1950, it began in 

earnest in April 1951 when city agents commenced a comprehensive housing survey 

of the Pilot Area coordinated by the Law Enforcement Committee—a group of city 

bureaucrats representing diverse branches of city government including: the Bureau 

of Building Inspection, the Housing Bureau, the Division of Food Plant Inspection, 
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the Bureau of Highways, the Bureau of Sanitation, the Eastern Health District, the 

Bureau of Environmental Hygiene, and the Police Department. Together, these 

officials constructed an inspection methodology to determine the state of property 

within the Pilot Area. They created an elaborate “inspection record” meant to assess 

each piece of residential and non-residential property within the Pilot Area’s 

footprint. The record itself accounted for every potential Building Code violation, 

including violations regarding basement occupancy, rat-proofing, home additions, 

heating facilities, plumbing, and general upkeep. The Law Enforcement Committee 

then developed comprehensive violation notices to ensure that owners of nuisance 

properties were notified of all violations on a single document. The committee 

completed its initial inspection in June 1951 and issued a total of 785 notices to 

residents, stakeholders, and landlords.323  

 Regarding the latter, landlords constituted a source of immense tension within 

the Pilot Area, who routinely resisted the Baltimore Plan. According to Martin 

Millspaugh, who wrote extensively on the Pilot Project in an edited anthology on the 

subject, in many cases, landlords found it more cost-effective to pay fines than to 

correct violations. Some also believed that improvements, if made, would be wasted 

on their “semi-literate tenants.”324 Others, rather than correct violations, would use 

contracts of sale to transfer ownership to the tenant while maintaining legal title to the 

property. Under contracts of sale, tenants often did not know how—or even if—their 

regularly-scheduled payments were used to pay down the interest, the principal, or 
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other miscellaneous fees associated with their mortgage. Moreover, contracts of sale 

placed the burden of correcting code violations on the tenant (see Chapter 2). In the 

Pilot Area, once tenants assumed this burden, they often reached out to contractors, 

many of whom inflated prices and completed unsatisfactory home repairs in the hopes 

of benefitting from FHA-backed home improvement loans.325 

 Given this climate of speculation, Pilot Program officials employed different 

methods to help tenants and owner-occupants within the Pilot Area. One method was 

the harnessing of crowdsourced knowledge. For instance, to combat predatory 

contractors, the Neighborhood Committee, led by Viola C. Jackson, a black school 

principal, put together a list of reliable contractors to circulate throughout the Pilot 

Area. Another method was the extension of technical assistance. Besides the Pilot 

Project officials themselves, organizations like the Legal Aid Bureau and the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People provided legal expertise to 

residents saddled with bogus contracts.326 The Housing Court became instrumental in 

attempting to curtail landlord abuses and routinely fined landlords for code violations. 

Some landlords were even subject to public shaming by the Sun, which often 

published the results of Housing Court proceedings in its evening edition.327  

 Beyond issuing citations and shaming landlords, the most emphasized tactic 

for neighborhood betterment was the instillation of what Baltimore Plan reformers 

called “liberal adult education,” a term that broadly referred to the self-empowerment 

of individuals who faced enormous social obstacles. In espousing this philosophy, 
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Millspaugh noted two of its key functions: “(1) to free the individual from the 

frustrations of his environment and the limitations of ignorance, and (2) to give him 

the tools to develop his mind, his talent, and his spirit.”328 So-called liberal adult 

education was taught both formally and informally. Formally, Pilot Area residents 

were eligible to receive instruction on a host of subjects, including how to manage 

finances, how to access city services, and good “family living” strategies. This formal 

instruction was provided during evening classes at Dunbar High School. Despite their 

best intentions, Millspaugh argued, these classes were ultimately ineffective because 

of poor attendance and the residents’ own educational deficiencies (no mention was 

made of poor pedagogy, which may have also played a significant role). Moreover, 

reformers found that encouraging residents to speak up about their issues to city 

agents was more effective than providing general educational information about city 

services. In this way, residents were able to see the immediate results of their actions. 

Informally, Pilot Area adults were able to glean lessons on subjects such as “personal 

cleanliness and home decorating, meal-planning and gardening techniques” from their 

children who were exposed to such subjects as part of their regular school 

curricula. 329 In this regard, reformers found that “shaming” Pilot Area residents 

through their children was far more effective than directing them through formal 

education.  

 Despite the successes that Millspaugh and others claimed, particularly 

regarding the effects of the Pilot Project on children, the blitz was ultimately 
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unsuccessful. In the author’s estimation, this failure could be attributed to an inability 

among neighborhood residents to harness the momentum of the blitz once the Pilot 

Project ended, an unsupportive city government, and the residents themselves. The 

Pilot Project came to an end in May 1953. Following its conclusion, Viola Jackson 

and city officials formed the Pilot Program Improvement Association (PPIA), whose 

task was to continue the Pilot Program’s work within the blitz zone. To this end, the 

PPIA continued distributing a newsletter, protested liquor licensing and the erection 

of other “non-conforming uses,” and took on neighborhood projects like paint blitzes 

and the creation of play spaces. 330 Despite their best efforts, by 1955, many of the 

violations that the Pilot Project had worked so hard to correct had reemerged. In 

Millspaugh’s account, the rat population began to grow once the blitz was over, 

residential areas became rezoned to accommodate commercial uses, children 

continued to play in busy streets and alleys, liquor stores, taverns, and social clubs 

continued to flourish, and population density grew.331  

 When assessing why the Project was unable to instill lasting changes in the 

neighborhood, Millspaugh argued, “The reason for the lack of any basic change in the 

face of the neighborhood lay in the nature of the Baltimore Plan. All the blighting 

influences that were left—traffic, commercialization, taverns, lack of play space and 

crowding—fell outside the powers of city agencies operating in the Pilot 

Program.”332 Because there was no attempt by the city government to use its powers 

of eminent domain, Project agents were unable to seize properties that constituted 
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what Project agents considered detrimental influences. If social clubs, taverns, liquor 

stores, and manufacturing plants were able to continue operating, the Pilot Area 

would continue to be an unattractive place to live, and, more importantly, would have 

a deleterious effect on the neighborhood’s residents.  

 Regarding the latter, in his account of the Pilot Project, Millspaugh routinely 

characterized the neighborhood’s residents as unfit for the complexities of urban life. 

Concerning finances, Millspaugh noted that Pilot Area adults, many of whom had 

very little secondary schooling, were quick to fall for credit schemes and overspend 

their incomes.333 The looseness of familial connections also hampered rehabilitation 

efforts as the stress of correcting violations proved to be too much for some families 

to handle. For some of the Pilot Area’s black residents, Millspaugh found three key 

sources of dysfunction that hindered them from becoming productive members of the 

community: television, automobiles, and liquor. For Millspaugh, reliance on these 

forms of diversion was detrimental because, while residents were escaping from the 

harsh realities of second-class citizenship in front of the T.V., on the road, or in the 

tavern, their homes were deteriorating.334 More gravely, this indulgent behavior also 

opened the door to adolescent sexual immorality—one of the key concerns for Pilot 

Area agents in assessing the state of the neighborhood, which some viewed as 

intimately tied to the consumption of alcohol. According to two neighborhood 

residents, adolescent sexuality was “encouraged by immorality among the adults, and 

by the activities that teen-agers could watch taking place around the neighborhood 
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bars.”335 Importantly, as was the case with Charity Organization Society members 

and their “empirical” production in the early-twentieth century, Millspaugh’s 

insistence on the widespread nature of sexual immorality was purely anecdotal.  

 Though the Pilot Project seemed, by all accounts, to have been incapable of 

instituting lasting changes in the Pilot Area, it did shed a light on some of the 

conditions under which the city’s black and poor residents were forced to live. The 

revelation that tenants were often victimized by financial schemes, such as contracts 

of sale and “no money down” loans for furniture and appliances, was a product of 

investigative journalism and programs like the Baltimore Plan during the 1950s. The 

Pilot Project also, perhaps indirectly, revealed the degree to which city agencies 

neglected to address the issues of black and poor city residents. According to 

Millspaugh,  

Social agencies did not maintain their close contact with the Pilot Area 

after the program ended…. But the relationship with city agencies is 

easy to trace. The inspectors found that as long as they were making 

daily rounds in the neighborhood, they were constantly stopped on the 

street by residents who had complaints to make. When the law 

enforcement effort ended, and this face-to-face relationship was 

eliminated, the habit of making complaints also disappeared.336 

 Despite reformers’ concessions that the Pilot Project revealed the immense 

shortcomings and deficiencies of the Baltimore Plan’s model, one of the most 
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enduring and key pieces of “liberal adult education” to emerge in wake of the Project, 

a 20-minute film highlighting the various strategies and presumptions of the 

Baltimore Plan, nevertheless represented the Pilot Project in a glowing light.  

“Another World”: Representing Slums in Baltimore Plan Propaganda  

The film, simply titled The Baltimore Plan and directed by G.H. Griffiths, was 

produced on a budget of $30,000, which, accounting for inflation, roughly 

corresponds to $250,000 in the present. Half of the sum was collected from local 

donors, and the other half was provided by Encyclopedia Britannica Films. Through a 

close, contextually-informed analysis of the film, this section will endeavor to parse 

through the ideological conceits present in the visual representation of the Baltimore 

Plan as curated by its proponents. Attention will be paid to how discourses of black 

responsibility were developed through graphic portrayals of the unhygienic, 

dilapidated landscapes that animated the film’s black and poor subjects.  

Outlining the “Problem”  

The Baltimore Plan opens on a closeup of a lamplighter atop a ladder. He 

extinguishes a gaslight and descends the ladder. As he does so, the camera pans 

downward and reveals an arabber in the background. Arabbers were working men 

who used horse-drawn carriages to collect scrap metal or sell fruit on the city’s 

streets. Behind the arabber, a row of vacant homes with broken windows and tossed-

about patio furniture line the street. The film fades out on this scene and fades into a 

shot of a window where a young back child ponders the environment bemusedly. 

These images—the gaslight, the arabber, and the abandoned and vacant buildings—
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are to be interpreted through this child’s eyes (Fig. 5.4). Though seemingly innocuous 

details, the three elements highlighted in the film’s establishing montage and placed 

in explicit relation to black youth through the figure of the spectating child, speak 

volumes about the perceived relationship between environmental conditions and 

moral acculturation. Particularly, these establishing shots offer an implicit critique of 

the effects of infrastructure, employment, and living habits on human development 

and black life.  

 

Fig. 5.4. A black boy contemplates the street beneath him in the opening shots of The Baltimore Plan 
(Source: The Baltimore Plan, directed by G.H. Griffiths [Encyclopedia Britannica, 1953]).   

The first element, the gaslight, carries both literal and symbolic weight within 

the narrative. Regarding the literal, gaslights, at this point in the city’s history, were 

something of an antiquity that had been subject to replacement by electric streetlights 

for a few reasons. For one, gaslights were a fire hazard. The Building Code contained 

within it several provisions to safeguard communities from potential gaseous 
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explosions caused by unsecured gas tubes and escaping vapors. Additionally, 

gaslights, while a modern marvel upon their introduction in 1817 that had a nostalgic 

quality in Baltimore where they had supposedly been introduced, were now obsolete 

and failed to provide as much coverage as incandescent lightbulbs. As a result, in 

1946, the city embarked on a massive effort to replace most of its gaslights with 

electrical lights.337 Juxtaposed with the young black child whose home, if such a gas 

main explosion were to occur, would undoubtedly be engulfed in the conflagration, 

the gaslight in the film represented city negligence, neighborhood abandonment, and 

a stagnant community that continued to live with the everyday accommodations of a 

bygone area. This latter dynamic could be extended to account for the prevalence of 

outdoor hoppers, tenement-like housing, and the general lack of modern conveniences 

in slum housing, such as private baths and toilets.   

 The second element of the opening montage, the arabber, conveys a series of 

associations regarding blackness and labor. Arabbers were a Baltimore staple since at 

least the early 1800s. Sometimes called “junkers” or “junkmen,” arabbers collected 

and resold discarded scrap metal, appliances, paper, furniture, rags, cotton mattresses, 

and other trinkets found in vacant homes, trashcans, and backyards. Some arabbers 

also sold produce and foodstuffs including collard greens, yams, and, most famously, 

bananas. The arabber’s daily routine consisted of trudging through the city, 

sometimes on a fixed route coordinated in cooperation with other arabbers, guiding a 

horse-drawn wagon or pushcart adorned with sleigh bells to alert city denizens of 
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their presence on the block. While whites had been involved in the early days of 

arabbing, after World War II, virtually all the city’s arabbers were black.338 While 

some Baltimoreans looked upon arabbers as industrious laborers, the city’s 

“junkmen” were often equally derided or indicted for their congestion of city traffic, 

zoning code violations, mistreatment of animals, and perceived opportunism—

dynamics that continue to this day. For instance, in one account of an arabber from 

East Baltimore, who was on trial for employing a malnourished horse, the arabber 

reportedly cried before a judge, “Shoot my horse and I will have to go on relief.”339 

The conveyance of such a story affirmed a belief in the popular imagination that 

arabbers resorted to the collection and resale of “junk” in order to skirt a proper job in 

the formal labor economy. Without his horse, this arabber would become a drain on 

society by resorting to public relief.  

Given this background, the presence of the arabber—the opportunist—within 

the context of the film’s opening montage implies a future for the child looking out 

the window that is both undignified and on a steep decline. Regarding the latter, 

arabbers’ business had been, by the 1950s, seriously dwindled by the increasing 

saturation of cotton and metal which drove down their prices, the formalization of 

corporate disposal techniques that dried up the amount of loose scrap metal and paper 

available for reclamation, and the proliferation of organizations like Goodwill, which 
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could provide the services of the arabber at a much larger, and seemingly more 

legitimate, scale. The child in the window, without a proper role model, would only 

know how to become a huckster or a member of a dying or untenable industry. 

Moreover, the presence of arabbers’ horses, which were often kept in improperly 

sanitized stables, made their presence within black communities an issue of public 

health.  

Finally, the third element of the film’s opening montage, the row of vacant 

and unkept homes, conjured associations between property maintenance (or lack 

thereof) and moral values. As the national discourses on the cultivation of black 

responsibility through health instruction purported, dilapidated environments were the 

outward expression of a dilapidated people. Fixing one would require a corresponding 

fix of the other. Hence, slum-dwellers would need to reconfigure their perceived 

morals to sustainably reform their surroundings. These attitudes were very much 

present in Baltimore. As one commenter of the period put it, “While the landlord has 

the primary responsibility of fixing a place up, it is the tenant who has the lasting 

responsibility of keeping it clean. Yet the tenant in many instances has not been 

indoctrinated in the benefits of sanitation, and he should have that indoctrination.”340 

Another commenter, reflecting on the root causes of slums, pondered, “If sleazy 

houses make a slum, what makes houses sleazy?” His answer, “The people who live 

in them.”341 These few examples were emblematic of a larger preoccupation with the 

state of property in slum neighborhoods and the significance it had on that 
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neighborhood’s moral fortitude. For the young black child peering through the 

window, such dilapidation would instill laziness, irresponsibility, and, most 

importantly, a familiarity and acceptance of desolate conditions. 

How could this child, then, overcome the challenges of poor infrastructure, a 

lack of employed role models, and the extremely unhygienic conditions that 

characterized the slums? As if in answer to this question, The Baltimore Plan 

introduces its central protagonist: an employee of the Housing Bureau. The employee, 

who remains nameless throughout the film, is a white woman whose physical 

appearance mirrors that of one of the leading figures of the movement for housing 

law enforcement: Frances Morton. The employee is introduced driving onto a street 

teeming with boisterous black children at play. She parks her car and exits into the 

crowd of children, all the while pondering, in a voiceover, the deplorable slum 

conditions that characterized some sections of the city. Her voiceover, which runs 

throughout the opening section of the film, indicates that today’s trip to the slums was 

not a routine one; rather,   

I had a job that hot summer day: to find someone in the neighborhood 

with whom the Housing Bureau could work. There are great plans to 

rehabilitate this area, but plans have only a paper and pencil reality. 

Without a neighborhood leader—someone known and liked—our 

plans would get about as far as a painted bird on a window screen.342  
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This conceit was a familiar one at that moment, as reformers of the period tended to 

emphasize community self-empowerment through the political activation of 

neighborhood leaders. The employee’s job, then, was to identify one such leader in 

the blitz zone.  

 The film cuts to a wide-angle shot of a backyard. In the foreground, drying 

vestments hang on clotheslines held up by rotting wooden posts. The employee 

climbs a wooden staircase and knocks on the backdoor of a home, looking for a 

neighborhood resident who had been referred to her. There’s no answer. The 

employee descends the stairs and leaves the yard, traveling to another potential 

address. After she leaves, a young black woman emerges from the doorway—the 

employee just missed her. From there, the film cuts to a wide-angle shot of a long 

street. As the employee walks along the street, she reflects, “It seemed like another 

world—deserted, unpeopled, but not without a life of its own.” Ironically, as the 

employee asserts that the neighborhood is unpeopled, a black person can be seen 

walking on the righthand-side of the screen, opposite her (Fig. 5.5). This moment of 

slippage can be read as either an unintentional gaff, or as the manifestation of the 

paradox present in the voiceover. An unpeopled community ceases to be a 

community and becomes a collection of buildings, the latter of which the narrator 

seems to be more focused on than the human being just yards away from her. 

Moreover, the presence of a black person at the point in the narrative during which 

the reformer is desperately searching for one indicates that not all black and poor 

people were considered valuable.      
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Fig. 5.5. As the social worker’s voiceover contends that the Pilot Area is “unpeopled,” a black girl can 
be clearly seen on the bottom right-hand corner of the screen (Source: The Baltimore Plan, directed by 
G.H. Griffiths [Encyclopedia Britannica, 1953]).   

 The employee turns from the street into a back alley and is immediately 

startled by a chorus of barking dogs. A little shaken, she continues through the alley 

and reasons, “It is another world I suppose. To most people: an urban jungle. But 

though it may seem a jungle in its ugliness and disorder, its real life is in the people 

who live here—the only place they have to live—people with the same kindliness and 

neighborliness as elsewhere.” The employee, after scanning carefully through the 

gates of the back alley, finally finds the gate of the home she’s looking for and enters 

the backyard. She voices a bit of frustration at not having found the leader she needs 

and continues, “It was as though I’d stepped into a strange city—a city from which all 

people had fled.” She knocks on the backdoor of the home. Again, no answer. 

Exhausted, and a little dejected, the employee wipes her brow and takes a seat on the 

back-steps. Her frustration is rooted in the fact that, to accomplish anything beyond 
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what reformers in the city had already accomplished, reformers would need the buy-

in of slum inhabitants. Without that buy-in, “it’d take years to get anything done.” 

Despite the slow movement of progress, at least, she contends, the Baltimore Plan had 

been successful at ridding slums of “things like this.” After the voiceover utters the 

word “this,” the film cuts dramatically to an image of a dead and flattened rat.      

This image ends the opening section of the film—the section that highlights 

the “problem” as the filmmakers see it. In highlighting particularly troublesome 

imagery—the rotting wooden posts, the uneven and jagged concrete of the roads and 

sidewalks, the tattered fences behind which animals ferociously lunge and 

uproariously bark, the dead rat in the backyard—the film endeavors to capture the 

enormity of the dilapidation against which reform efforts must contend. Added to this 

infrastructural problem is the problem of participation—slum-dwellers are 

unresponsive to the conditions that so obviously, to reformers, stunt their quality of 

life and hamper their ability to flourish as anything more than a junker or vagabond. 

From here, the film back-tracks to provide a veritable “how-to guide” on the topic of 

community organizing around the question of slum rehabilitation—a history of the 

Baltimore Plan.     

 

Framing the Narrative  

The film cuts away from the image of the dead rat to an aerial view of 

Baltimore City. The narrator, who has changed from the female employee to a deep-

voiced man, begins, “Here is the shame of our American cities. Here is the face of our 

cities we hide.” Accompanying this narration are images of backysards overcrowded 
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with junk and covered in untended weeds, wooden shacks appended to crumbling 

rowhomes, a black child in a musty kitchen washing dishes, and a flooded alley 

strewn with wet garbage. At the end of this initial montage, the narrator contends, “In 

Baltimore, as in all our cities, such conditions went untouched for years.”  

 The film cuts to a white woman, who, much like the employee who serves as 

the protagonist for the film’s frame narrative, wanders through the back alleys of an 

unidentified slum, pondering its conditions. This woman turns out to be Frances 

Morton, whose 1936 investigations into slum conditions in various wards of the city 

are often positioned as the foundation for the Baltimore Plan. These investigations 

were published in the Baltimore Evening Sun and, according to the film’s voiceover 

narration, hit city residents hard. The montage that follows Morton’s investigations 

provide a selective narration of the Baltimore Plan’s history, its emergence, its 

techniques, and the obstacles the plan had to overcome to establish an enforceable 

Housing Code.  

The montage begins with Baltimore Sun vans dropping stacks of newspapers 

around the city. According to the film, Morton’s initial investigations into slum 

conditions were followed by several stories in the papers. These stories aroused 

citizens to form the CPHA to combat the city’s slum problem. The CPHA agitated for 

the creation and passage of regulatory legislation in the form of a housing ordinance. 

This ordinance was enforced by a bureau within the Health Department that, rather 

than await complaints, proactively addressed slum conditions by visiting the city’s 
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worse slum areas to “notify owners and landlords of violations and take legal action 

where necessary.”343  

 Ignoring the persistent dysfunctionality that plagued the bureaucratic 

coordination of the Plan, the montage continues to outline how, when assessing the 

city’s slum areas, reformers were tasked with developing a campaign of community 

education to activate the support of both the public and of “influential Baltimore.” 

Regarding the latter, the film cuts to a man presenting a slideshow of photographs to a 

group of suited white men—the city’s preeminent businessmen, lawyers, and 

clergymen. The first photo they ponder is that of a black mother whose arm is in a 

sling and whose infant son is seated on her lap. According to the presenter, the 

woman is a “fire casualty.” The next slide depicts a black infant whose bandaged face 

and agonized expression were caused by a rat bite. The slide after that depicts an 

outdoor hopper overflowing with sewage. The next and final slide depicts a back 

alley littered with debris and flanked by collapsing backyard fences. At the center of 

this alley, children are at play. The presenter ironically refers to the scene as “a 

Baltimore playground” (Fig. 5.6). Notably, none of the slides contain images 

depicting black men’s adverse experiences with slum conditions. Returning to the 

“family” depicted in National Negro Health News (Fig. 5.3), the exclusion of black 

men may have been a strategic omission for reformers who believed that black men 

would not elicit sympathy from a group of white onlookers.  

Having established that the Baltimore Plan relied on the compassion (and 

financial support) of city élites, the montage transitions toward addressing how the 
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public, particularly young people, were included in the Plan’s campaign of 

community education. A group of suited young white men are taken on a guided tour 

of the slums. Ideally, these young men would come to occupy positions within 

“influential Baltimore” and become socialized to better understand the complexities 

of slum living.   

 

Fig. 5.6. A white reformer points out the desolate conditions of a “Baltimore playground” in the Pilot 
Area (Source: The Baltimore Plan, directed by G.H. Griffiths [Encyclopedia Britannica, 1953]).   

 After this look at community education, the montage turns its attention toward 

implementation. Here, the montage briefly touches on the importance of the Block 

No. 1 test pilot. The voiceover contends, “For the first time, an American city had 

selected the specific area to inspect instead of waiting for complaints to come in from 

tenants.” Notably, this voiceover overlays a caravan of men from different 

professions, including Baltimore police and members of the professional and 

bureaucratic classes.  
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As the test pilot is underway, the montage turns its attention to the court 

system. The film cuts to a courtroom where a harried judge is presented with a case 

involving a negligent landlord. This case had been postponed three times by other 

judges before it landed on his desk. The judge, annoyed, informs the defendant and 

prosecutor that he’d “just disposed of a case of murder, [had] two other crimes of 

violence on [his] docket, six cases of armed robbery, [and] one of assault with intent 

to kill.” Condescendingly, the judge glares at the defendant and prosecutor and 

concludes that he’s “just too busy with cases involving robbery and violence to bother 

with a case involving a leaky rain spout.” Rather than postponing the case, the judge 

decisively dismisses it, letting the landlord off the hook. The film attributes this 

dismissal and thousands like it to civic indifference—an indifference so powerful that 

the gains made by reformers were almost totally lost when complaints reached the 

courts. However, through the continued ingenuity of citizen-led community 

organizing, a solution is presented: the Housing Court. The film presents the Housing 

Court as a corrective to the earlier legal protocol of litigating Housing Code 

violations in a criminal court. To illustrate the effectiveness of the Housing Court, the 

montage cuts to another case involving the same landlord; however, this time, the 

Housing Court judge decries the landlord’s negligence as a “menace, not only to [his] 

tenants, but to the city of Baltimore.” The landlord is found guilty and fined $50 and 

costs. After the landlord is successfully fined, the voiceover concludes the montage 

by declaring, “Here were the basic ideas of the Baltimore Plan at last: make minimum 

housing standards a legal requirement, and then enforce the law. The Baltimore Plan 

was on its way.”   
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 This selective recitation of the Baltimore Plan’s history was primarily 

interested in highlighting three key dynamics that, in some cases, propelled the Plan, 

and, in others, stymied it. First, the montage took great pains to emphasize the 

centrality of community-led efforts. None of the correctives required to realize slum 

rehabilitation emerged from city agencies; rather, they emerged from the site of 

community organizing and public exposure through the city’s newspapers. Only after 

those activities were the city’s various governing bodies responsive to legislative 

reform and governmental reorganization. Second, the montage highlighted the 

immense indifference present in the public and within the realms of city élites. This 

indifference was an obstacle to be sure, however, the power of community-led efforts 

was, again, enough to open the public’s eyes to the social ills of poverty highlighted 

through the presentation of graphic portrayals of disfigured black bodies. Finally, the 

montage stressed the obstinance of city government. Through portrayals of the 

criminal courts, the film extends the idea that, while housing law enforcement was 

necessary, conducting such enforcement in standard courts was too onerous on judges 

whose hands were tied by an immense wave of crime. While no effort was made to 

explicitly connect the issue of crime to the issue of slum conditions, the film 

repeatedly implies the existence of such a relationship. After the recitation of this 

history is complete, the film turns its attention back to the frame narrative where the 

well-meaning reformer continues to search for community leaders.  
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Implementing the Plan  

The Baltimore Plan fades out of the courtroom and back to the stoop where 

the dejected reformer arises with renewed purpose to find a community leader willing 

to shoulder the responsibilities of the Baltimore Plan. The reformer comes upon an 

older black woman watering her plants in her backyard and ponders, “Was this 

woman the leader I was looking for?” Without announcing herself or making her 

presence known in any way, the reformer enters the woman’s yard and inspects her 

face only to realize that, “No, she was not.” After this brazen intrusion, the black 

woman says something to the reformer, but the film mutes her words and instead 

highlights the reformer’s voiceover as she bemoans her inability to find a competent 

community leader.  

Just then, a commotion overtakes the neighborhood as a child agonizingly 

screams, “Mother, mother!” The score of the film hits an alarming peak as the 

community residents rush to the source of the commotion. Bobby, a young black boy, 

has gotten his foot stuck in an old pipe. The reformer turns to Mrs. Turner, the 

woman she had just dismissed as a potential community leader. Mrs. Turner takes 

charge of the situation and delegates tasks to save Bobby. She asks the men of the 

neighborhood to get tools and asks the reformer to fetch a policeman and another item 

that remains unknown to the viewer. The men of the neighborhood quickly free 

Bobby’s ensnared foot, and the reformer brings two policemen to the scene, one of 

whom carries the sought-after mystery item: an ice cream cone. The community 

rejoices, and the reformer concludes, “Here at last, in Mrs. Turner, I’d found the 

neighborhood leader we needed.”  
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The film’s portrayal of Mrs. Turner, whose honorific notably indicates 

marriage to a man who is, as other black men, representationally absent, speaks to a 

larger historical association between black women and protection. Sheri Parks 

captures this association in her theory of the Strong Black Woman, a social identity 

that, through various articulations throughout time and space, has come to create 

expectations of black women in the present that hinge on their ability to embody 

reliability, selflessness, nurturement, and controlled action at a moment’s notice. 

According to Parks, through diverse iterations of the Strong Black Woman, we come 

to expect “that random but interested dark women are watching over us, ready to pop 

in just when we are in deep, deep trouble and in need of advice or sanctuary.”344 This 

expectation is fulfilled as Bobby’s cries for help are immediately answered by Mrs. 

Turner who, just moments ago, was dismissed as useless by the reformer. Despite her 

dismissal, Mrs. Turner embodies the Strong Black Woman by taking control of the 

situation, delegating tasks, and freeing Bobby from the old pipe.  

 After the reformer successfully taps a community leader in Mrs. Turner, she 

briefs her on the current state of the Baltimore Plan from a policy perspective. The 

Plan, according to the reformer, had finally moved into “high gear” after having 

secured the cooperation of the United States Public Health Service to survey housing 

conditions in the East Baltimore blitz zone. The film cuts to a montage of inspectors 

from various city agencies—again, police officers, bureaucrats, and other 

professionals—as they compile comprehensive survey data on conditions in the blitz 

zone. The montage is accompanied by a cacophony of voices reporting the variously 
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poor conditions in the blitz zone, including: “defective wiring, fire hazard, structural 

weaknesses, falling ceiling, rat-infested basement….” The reformer informs Mrs. 

Turner of the survey results and offers her the position of “Volunteer Neighborhood 

Chairman.” Mrs. Turner accepts and quickly takes up a position in the blitz zone’s 

Pilot House—a community center located in a renovated rowhome intended to stand 

as an example of what could happen when community residents banded together to 

systematically address the infrastructural deficiencies of the slums. Mrs. Turner 

appoints “block captains,” people responsible for addressing the issues on their blocks 

within the blitz zone.  

From there, the work of reconstruction begins as another montage proceeds to 

show the removal of wooden fences and dangerous additions, the repaving of uneven 

backyards, new coats of paint on older homes, the installation of incandescent light 

bulbs and private toilets, and the setting of new cement. As these longstanding issues 

are addressed by engaged community leaders, the Plan runs into yet another problem. 

Next to newly-rehabilitated homes lay homes in disrepair either due to some owner-

occupants’ inability to afford repair costs or negligent tenants and landlords who had 

yet to buy into the community’s rehabilitative spirit. In the former case, owner-

occupants are referred to Fight Blight, Inc., a fund dedicated to extending long-term 

low- or no-interest bearing loans for home repair. In the latter case, irresponsible 

tenants and absentee landlords are taken before the Housing Court. Once there, the 

judge levies sentences that incentive tenants and landlords to take better care of their 

properties.  
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After these hurdles are overcome, the film concludes its investigation into the 

blitz zone by showing the results of comprehensive and sustained rehabilitative 

efforts and community-driven development. Children play in sunlit open-spaces and 

are no longer menaced by the dangerous conditions of unkept alleyways. A montage 

of “before and after” images juxtapose the pre-Baltimore Plan landscape of the blitz 

zone with the current state of blitz zone. Instead of flooded alleys stand open 

alleyways with chain-link fences in place of wooden ones; instead of “blighted 

backyards” stand voluminous flowerbeds; instead of rat-infested alleys stand rat-

proofed alleyways. The reformer concludes the film with the following measured 

declaration,  

This then is the Baltimore Plan. It cannot work miracles; there are 

slum areas beyond recovery. But for those areas worth rehabilitating, 

the Baltimore Plan can work. And, together with a program for 

redevelopment and new housing—both public and private—it can 

remake a city.345     

Bureaucratic Entanglements & the End of the Baltimore Plan  

Despite the film’s cautiously optimistic conclusion, disorganization at the 

level of city government had hamstrung efforts to expand the Plan’s focus and reach 

leading up to and during production on The Baltimore Plan. A year or so before the 

film’s release, in April 1952, the Housing Authority, the Baltimore Redevelopment 

Commission (BRC), and the Health Department appealed to the Planning 
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Commission in the hopes that it would create a comprehensive development plan to 

coordinate the disparate agencies’ actions. Coordination among these three agencies 

would be crucial considering that each had similar missions, overlapping target areas, 

and a wealth of financial resources. For instance, the Housing Authority was 

responsible for erecting 10,000 additional units of low-income housing in about 200 

acres of slums, the BRC secured millions in city bonds to similarly rehab around 200 

acres of slums, and the Baltimore Plan, under the Health Department, secured a 

$134,000 annual budget to enforce minimum housing standards in approximately 50 

acres of slums on a yearly basis. The agencies sought guidance from the Planning 

Commission on questions of zoning, salvageable city neighborhoods, and the future 

expansion of the central business district, which bordered many city slums.346 

Without such guidance, uncoordinated development could retard city growth through 

short-sighted construction, duplicated efforts, or bureaucratic stalemate.  

 Compounding these inter-agency concerns were countless intra-agency 

conflicts that, again, revealed the vastly differing philosophies among Baltimore Plan 

proponents. By March 1952, the Advisory Council of the Baltimore Plan had 

publicized its dissatisfaction with the organizational challenges of city government, 

noting limitations in the lauded housing ordinance itself, as well as countless 

bureaucratic hindrances. In a report on the matter, the Advisory Council asserted,  

The machinery created by the ordinance not only moves slowly; it also 

moves ineffectively. It takes an inordinate length of time and an 

extravagant quantity of letters, memoranda, and conferences to 
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produce simple, worthwhile results which should be accomplished 

quickly, easily, and directly.347 

To solve this problem, the Advisory Council suggested the creation of an autonomous 

Housing Bureau, separate from the Health Department, empowered to operate more 

audaciously. For the Council, if actions weren’t taken to streamline bureaucratic 

operations, it would be “futile to continue their participation in the ‘Baltimore 

Plan.’”348  

 E.L.J., a noted Sun journalist, contended that some of the problems besetting 

the Plan lay with the overzealous G. Yates Cook whose conflicts within the Health 

Department, despite previous restructurings, continued. Additionally, clashing social 

philosophies still plagued implementation. For E.L.J., the Health Department seemed 

content enforcing “minimum health and sanitation standards for housing.”349 This 

bare-bones approach butted against that of Cook and the Advisory Council’s, which 

sought to “rehabilitate not only the houses in an area, but, working with and through 

other appropriate agencies, to ‘rehabilitate’ as well the attitudes, the hopes, and the 

habits of both tenants and homeowners.”350 The ideological divide lay in what was 

now a broken record of persistent debate: What were the goals of the Plan? Was it 

intended to correct basic deficiencies in property maintenance, or was it intended to 

be a holistic community development initiative that centralized the notion of racial 

uplift?  
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 In May 1952, Mayor D’Alesandro responded to criticisms that he had ignored 

the Advisory Council’s complaints in an open letter, published in the Sun, on May 6. 

In it, D’Alesandro noted that, to actualize the Council’s desire for an autonomous 

Housing Bureau would require a mandate on the state-level and a corresponding 

amendment to the city’s charter. Without that, the best the city could offer was what 

the Baltimore Plan already had: a bureau within an existing city agency. Additionally, 

the Mayor affirmed his support for the Baltimore Plan by addressing outstanding 

salary issues affecting Housing Bureau employees, acquiring lots in the blitz zone for 

recreational development, and allowing Cook to coordinate the development of a 

pamphlet on the Baltimore Plan. D’Alesandro’s letter concludes with an unwavering 

gesture of support for the Plan wherein he espoused his position on the question of 

what the Baltimore Plan should be: “I visualize the Baltimore Plan as being a 

program which should not only include the enforcement of the laws of hygienic 

housing but also to include a concept of broad social, economic, and moral 

betterment.”351 

 Despite the Mayor’s vocal support, opponents of the Baltimore Plan still 

endeavored to prove that, at worst, it was ineffective, and, at best, it was a small 

bandage on an immense wound. In November 1952, the Commission in Government 

Efficiency and Economy, a conservative city group, published a report contending 

that “neighborhood decay…is already showing signs of spreading ‘cancerlike’ [sic] in 

all directions, infecting areas as far from the center of the city as Irvington, Walbrook, 
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and Govans.”352 Notably, the three areas mentioned in the report were relatively well-

off neighborhoods with primarily white populations. The report went on to contend 

that, considering the importance of city revenue generated by real estate taxes, 

wealthy white areas had to be protected from the “galloping blight” swarming 

outward from the city’s center. If not, property values in the northern and western 

suburbs would suffer from the “deteriorating influences” plaguing the central city. 

Concerning the Baltimore Plan, the commission applauded the effort on behalf of 

reformers to “cure” blight but noted that “it is far more effective and less costly to 

prevent than to attempt to cure blight.”353 

 Despite the mayor’s public support for the Plan, in February 1953, just three 

months before the formal conclusion of the Pilot Project, G. Yates Cook submitted 

his resignation as head of the Housing Bureau, citing personal health problems and an 

inability to work within the bureaucratic web created by the Health Department.354 

Shortly thereafter, Cook would move on to head the National Association of Home 

Builders’ (NAHB) newly-formed urban redevelopment department. The department 

would oversee a new initiative, formally dubbed “A New Face for America,” which 

the NAHB labelled the “biggest housing program ever undertaken.” The program 

would promote the combination of housing law enforcement, rehabilitation, and new 

construction in slum areas around the country as conditions dictated.355 
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 Shortly after Cook’s departure, James Rouse, head of the Advisory Council, 

resigned from his post. Rouse’s decision to resign was partially based on 

D’Alesandro’s about-face on the goals and purposes of the Baltimore Plan. In 

contrast to previous statements on the importance of a holistic housing enforcement 

approach, the Mayor threw his support behind the Health Department and declared 

that he considered the Baltimore Plan to be “primarily a public health endeavor.” This 

position, as well as his experiences with the Pilot Project and other Baltimore Plan 

endeavors, caused Rouse to reconsider the basic conceits of the Baltimore Plan. 

Whereas the Plan’s initial implementation regarded collaboration among city 

agencies to be key, his new recommendation—the creation of an autonomous 

“Neighborhood Conservation Commission”—was created under the assumption that 

involving multiple departments in housing law enforcement practices was untenable. 

Instead, this new commission would streamline the processes of housing law 

enforcement by wresting the responsibilities of the Baltimore Plan with one 

agency.356 

Conclusion 

Following Cook and Rouse’s departure, the Baltimore Plan continued in a 

much-diminished capacity under new leadership and conducted another blitz in 

Central Baltimore’s Mount Royal neighborhood. In assessing the legacy of the 

pioneering code enforcement plan, Martin Millspaugh noted that, despite its failure to 

effect lasting change in Baltimore, the Plan served as the conceptual basis for the 
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Housing Act of 1954 and the “new concept of Urban Renewal.”357 This latter 

concept, coined in 1953 by Miles Colean, an advisor for the Eisenhower 

Administration and longtime federal consultant on issues of housing, referred to 

coordinated efforts among different institutions, including government, private 

industry, property holders, developers, and community members to combat the public 

health and quality of life issues associated with slum housing. For Colean,  

Urban renewal must be understood for what it is: a continuous and 

coordinated process of growth, maintenance and replacement of the 

parts of the urban structure. The objective is to maintain that total 

process. The measures must be something more than intermittent 

surgery to remove sick cells but, rather, must regard and attend to the 

vitality of the whole.358 

Colean’s description of a holistic urban development vision validated the continual 

insistence on behalf of Baltimore’s community organizers who battled tooth and nail 

with private interests over the goals and investments of the Baltimore Plan. However, 

in practice, historian Alexander von Hoffman has noted that the shift from federal 

“redevelopment” to “renewal” appeased the interests of private realty by reasserting 

the role of real estate developers in urban development visions.359 

 For black Baltimoreans, the Baltimore Plan was, at best, nothing more than a 

here-today-gone-tomorrow urban experiment and, at worst, a brazen decoy of 
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ongoing black-led public health initiatives. For instance, in a 1949 article, veteran 

Afro columnist E.B. Rea pithily characterized the Baltimore Plan as “a National Clean 

City Campaign, copied from the Afro’s Clean Block Campaign which, too, has a 

national trend.” The Clean Block Campaign, which was announced in the Afro, a 

voice of racial uplift, in July 1935 on its “Junior Page,” sought to deputize the 

nation’s black boys and girls during the summer months to become active stewards of 

their neighborhoods by washing front steps, hosing down sidewalks, scrubbing door 

frames and vestibules, painting walls, and whitewashing fences. For the paper’s 

editors, such a concerted and self-directed effort was intended to arouse neighbors to 

become allies in community stewardship, as well as entice the city to promptly collect 

garbage in black communities. In less than a decade, the CBC, under the guidance of 

Frances L. Murphy, a retired educator and the daughter of Afro founder John H. 

Murphy, Sr., had grown robustly in Baltimore City and became an annual occurrence 

with headquarters in West Baltimore’s Druid Health Center. The CBC outlived the 

Baltimore Plan by decades before it dissolved and, in 2017, was revived by the Afro.   
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Conclusion: Reflections on the Broken City  

Outside kickin’ in the broken city; there’s nothin’ wrong with that.  

– Audioslave, “Broken City”  

 Titles mean a lot. As I was writing this dissertation, the title changed several 

times to account for the ways my thinking evolved along with the subject matter. It 

was not until I completed a full draft of the dissertation that I landed on the current 

title, Broken City. As I finish writing, I notice now that the title is both somewhat 

obvious yet more nuanced than I knew when I decided to use it. This conclusion takes 

up the implications of the title to outline three ways that I now imagine what the 

“broken city” is—what it constitutes, what it elides, and its recoverability. It also 

suggests future directions that this research might go as I continue to develop its 

content or as others read through its pages.  

The first interpretation of the title—what I had in mind when I chose it—

points to the idea that Baltimore City does not “work” for everyone—that it is, and 

has been, structured by unequal power dynamics that subject some groups—

particularly black people—to punitive oversight based on cultural assumptions to 

which subordinated voices have no say in meaningfully addressing. In the past and 

into the present, these cultural assumptions and the policies that were informed by 

them stifled black Baltimoreans’ ability to create significant in-roads in foundational 

sectors of daily life, including housing, employment, healthcare, and other basic 

affordances to which all groups should, ideally, have equal access and treatment. 

Initially, this was the only interpretation of “the broken city” that I envisioned—The 

Broken City as Structured Inequality.  



 

 

292 
 

 As I continued the process of researching, I was simultaneously fascinated and 

frustrated by the dearth of information on the poor black Baltimoreans that appeared 

in newsprint, reform literatures, propaganda, and other meaning-making sites. I 

wanted to know so much more about Alverta “Sweetie” Bailey, “Big” Dan Waters, 

James Cooper, Aunt Sarah, Fighting Mag, and others who became the scapegoats of 

state-sanctioned violence against the city’s most vulnerable populations. At the same 

time, I developed a deep distrust of the archive as a site of historical evidence 

considering the ways that cultural assessments of black life became instituted in 

policies to contain and surveil black people’s private lives. My encounters with the 

archive mirror those of many black studies scholars who, in their assessments of 

historical violence, grapple with the impossibility of producing fully-fleshed portraits 

of history’s most undeveloped, fragmented figures—the slave, the extremely poor, 

the queer, the illiterate, the disabled, and others for whom the archive is an elision, at 

best, and a weaponized tool of pathology and dispossession, at worst.360 In its present 

form, this dissertation’s interpretation of archival production attempts to problematize 

the archive by noting inconsistencies, paradoxes, and other racially-motivated 

misrepresentations present across popular discursive production. In these final pages, 

I want to push this analysis further to suggests diverse ways that the figures within the 

pages of this dissertation can be articulated in more complex ways. In undertaking 
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this admittedly-speculative exercise, I offer The Broken City as Archival 

Impossibility.  

 Finally, as I was writing and thinking through the issues that beset poor black 

Baltimoreans during periods of urban redevelopment and renewal, I was also engaged 

in land justice efforts in Baltimore, particularly in the East Baltimore neighborhood of 

McElderry Park. I volunteered as the secretary of Charm City Land Trusts (CCLT), a 

community land trust whose primary goal was to reclaim property from the city and 

absentee landlords for the sake of community-driven redevelopment in a typically 

disinvested area of Baltimore wherein the processes of policing, code enforcement, 

and city bureaucracy continually menaced CCLT’s ability to sustainably steward its 

community gardens and stymied housing redevelopment efforts. Through a narration 

of CCLT’s political investments and the challenges presented by city oversight in the 

realm of property regulation, I offer The Broken City as The Reparable City.   

 

The Broken City as Structured Inequality  

 This dissertation takes great pains to show how, throughout the course of its 

history, Baltimore City’s developmental growth has been characterized by a series of 

largescale property reforms that delimited the possibilities of existence for its 

African-American population. Throughout the preceding pages, I have argued that the 

growth of municipal power in Baltimore City was realized through the persistent, 

intentional, and punitive disciplining, containment, and surveillance of black people. 

In analyzing the ways that such measures were debated in popular discursive realms, I 

demonstrated how articulations of blackness were rooted in entrenched histories of 
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black existence in relation to property, sexuality, and morality that created the 

conditions under which black people were rendered movable, mutable, and 

disposable.  

 In the case of ground rents, genocide and processes of capitalization pillaged 

and commodified Native lands and carved up the urban landscape in ways that 

empowered whiteness with inherited claims to property that existed on an eternal 

timeframe. The ejectment crisis of the early-aughts demonstrated how, through 

technicalities present in a legal system that was developed in contentious relation to 

black life, even when people “owned” their homes, they were still subject to removal 

based on rules that were developed centuries ago and rooted in settler-colonial power 

and domination. The flag of settler-colonialism still flies high in Baltimore as 

processes of gentrification take root in the city’s up-and-coming black neighborhoods 

and housing relocation efforts push legacy black residents out of the city to make way 

for white settlers.   

 The early-twentieth century cocaine crusade served as an object lesson in the 

ongoing moral reform efforts of the Progressive Era that emboldened municipal 

police departments around the nation during Jim Crow. In Baltimore, Jim Crow 

ideologies cast black people as deviant with respect to white mores of social life and 

justified intensive scrutiny in black neighborhoods. These perceptions were 

reinforced in sensationalized stories of black crime and cocaine-use that peppered 

popular news outlets as reformers and racial empiricists espoused theories of 

blackness that sought to resuscitate the regulatory mechanisms of the plantation in the 

city to protect precious white realty and moral values. The passage of Swann’s 
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Cocaine Ordinance, which made the possession of cocaine illegal and pioneered a 

ruinous policy that continues to wreak havoc on the city’s black neighborhoods in the 

present, also led to Rossberg v. State. This court case reaffirmed the city’s right to 

institute policies aimed at protecting its “general welfare,” a seemingly race-blind 

term that was taken up in subsequent decades to pass enduring legislation and realize 

racial planning initiatives that locked black people in geographic space.  

 Racial zoning, municipal zoning, and federal redevelopment constituted three 

of these racial planning initiatives that dictated the topographical character of the city 

as it grew to its present size. Despite the momentous and lasting effects that such 

projects would have on black people, they were rarely, if ever, given a significant 

voice in their institutionalization. Instead, white men in positions of power spoke on 

behalf of the city’s black communities and concluded that, somehow, black people 

were capable of enduring a considerable amount of suffering within the city’s most 

ill-kept neighborhoods. During this period, blackness became articulated in the legal 

archive as a form of “nuisance”—that which could be abated and disposed like any 

other imposition on white property rights, including cattle, horse stables, and 

manufactories. Both the ideological conceit that black people were uniquely-equipped 

to endure harsh domestic conditions and their categorization within deed covenants as 

“nuisance” echoed a history of enslavement wherein Afro-Southerners were 

understood as biologically “hardy” and subjected to social control through their legal 

classification as property.  

 As World War II came to an end and cities experienced increased suburban 

development, white abandonment of city centers, and the deterioration of residential 
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neighborhoods, black neighborhoods were targeted yet again by reformers, realtors, 

and city agencies who worried that the decrepit state of property would shrink the 

city’s tax base. Despite the expansion and public presence of a respectable black 

middle-class, the Baltimore Plan continued to perceive blackness within the prism of 

cultural deficiency that ran through the previous decades. Black people’s domestic 

lives were condemned for lacking home economic prowess despite the coordinated 

efforts of black-led public health movements like the Afro’s Clean Block Campaign. 

Baltimore Plan propaganda continued to publicly reproduce tropes of black crime, 

black male absenteeism, and sexual promiscuity, as though the latter constituted a 

negative social ill. Despite the liberal progressive inclusion of black civic leaders 

within Baltimore Plan propaganda, poor black people’s stories and voices remained 

outside the realms of popular narratives.  

 In the periods following this dissertation’s period-specific analysis, the 

persistence of ideological justifications for black containment and disposability 

continued at larger scales as federal programs augmented local criminal justice efforts 

in largescale racial projects, such as the War on Crime in the 1960s and the War on 

Drugs in the 1980s.361 During this period, the notorious “culture of poverty” thesis 

presented in Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s The Negro Family: A Case for National 

Action forwarded the notion that black families in the U.S. were wrapped up in a 

“tangle of pathology” characterized by dysfunctional family structures and 
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delinquency—an eerie but unsurprising notion that echoed early-twentieth century 

reform literatures.362  

 In Baltimore, these programs, and their cultural justifications, continued to 

affect black communities that had been subject to a long history of criminal and 

housing reform. For instance, the neighborhood known as “The Pot,” taken up in the 

third chapter of this dissertation, was targeted for federal redevelopment. In 1955, the 

Housing Authority used its powers of eminent domain to level the community and 

erect a high-rise public housing complex called Lafayette Courts. Throughout the 

1980s and 1990s, Lafayette Courts would be cast similarly to The Pot in the urban 

imaginary. Raids, overdoses, and violence associated with the sale of crack cocaine 

peppered the pages of the Sun and the local television news until, in 1995, the once-

revered high-rise, described then as “a bleak symbol of urban decay,” came tumbling 

down in a twenty-second demolition.363 In both the nineteenth century’s drug crusade 

in The Pot and the War on Drug’s effects on the people of Lafayette Courts, we see 

eerily similar dynamics. These parallels lend credence to the notion that the 

intentional regulation of black life as a means of social and political repression has 

much deeper roots than is popularly understood.  

 In sum, The Broken City as Structured Inequality refers to a historically 

persistent dynamic in which cultural assumptions about marginalized groups serve as 

the justification for their policing, surveillance, exclusion, and disposability. The 
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concept of “brokenness,” in this context, refers to multiple material and metaphoric 

understandings. For one, the city does not work for everyone in the same way, and 

that is no coincidence. As municipal power grew to account for racial amity, black 

people became scapegoats for urban moral reform and targets for structured 

containment. Secondly, as black neighborhoods are continually destroyed—literally 

broken in demolitions and implosions—histories and memories of black life become 

buried in the rubble of failed city planning. These histories themselves echo an 

archive of fragmented and vague articulations of representational impossibility.  

 

The Broken City as Archival Impossibility  

And how does one tell impossible stories? – Saidiya Hartman364 

 

 In her analysis of Venus, “an emblematic figure of the enslaved woman in the 

Atlantic world,” Saidiya Hartman outlines the issues besetting scholars interested in 

narrating the lives of subordinated subjects whose archival presence is available only 

in fragments, as “asterisk[s] in the grand narrative of history.” In the case of enslaved 

women, Hartman notes that, often, the archive contains only traces of the violence 

inflicted upon their bodies in ship’s ledgers, overseer’s journals, traveler’s accounts, 

and fictionalized portrayals. For Hartman, “The archive is, in this case, a death 

sentence, a tomb, a display of the violated body, an inventory of property.” 365 How, 

then, can scholars narrate the daily lives—the hopes, the dreams, the resistive 
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practices—of people who are impossible to “know”? How can Baltimore’s early-

twentieth century drug dealers, petty criminals, prostitutes, and other socially-

maligned personages be described in a way that does not reproduce the pathologies 

prescribed to them in the archive and, rather, destabilizes the authoritative and self-

evident objectivity often prescribed to archival documentation?  

 For Hartman, though it is impossible to claim an authoritative knowledge of 

what “really” happened within and across gaps in the archive, she offers a reading 

practice she calls “critical fabulation” wherein the basic elements of a story—the 

“fabula”—are rearranged by scholars of the past to “displace the received or 

authorized account, and to imagine what might have happened or might have been 

said or might have been done.”366 The use of the conditional tense (i.e., “might have,” 

“could have,” “may have,” etc.) indicates a level of speculation wherein, through 

narration, we can both relay alternative interpretations of the past in the present and 

demonstrate the impossibility of historical narration that always already underpins 

archival reading practices. Such narration is not intended to accomplish the 

impossible task of “giving voice” to the voiceless, but to imagine the world in which 

subordinated subjects were living. This approach, by its reliance on the archive, 

continues the project of reinforcing the centrality of documentation, but nevertheless 

allows us to destabilize disciplinary and epistemic mandates that, for the sake of 

historical accuracy, scholars of race and domination continually reproduce histories 

of black people that indexes the violence inflicted upon them. 
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 In the interest of trying to more fully realize the lives of my archival subjects, 

I want to briefly reconsider the story of Henrietta Woods which was detailed in the 

third chapter of this dissertation. The only trace of Woods in the archive was a small 

1902 story in the Sun that detailed her arrest. According to the paper, Woods was in 

The Pot when she reportedly shattered a beer glass over the head of one woman and a 

lampshade over the head of another because she supposedly “couldn’t get enough 

beer to wash down a quantity of cocaine.” Woods then reportedly threw another beer 

bottle in the direction of a patrolman who detained her.367 

 In my initial analysis of Woods’ story, I related how it reinforced ongoing 

theories that had been circulating in reform literatures and racial empiricism around 

the perceived relationship between blackness and crime that codified a discursive 

formation that I called the “Negro Menace.” Additionally, I positioned the story as an 

early example of a developing strain of sensationalized literatures that depicted black 

women cocaine-users as violent and uncontrollable threats to society. These 

depictions emerged in newsprint and Progressive publications like Janet Kemp’s 

Housing Conditions in Baltimore. Woods’ geographic location on Chestnut Street—

in the heart of a community the Sun would dub “The Pot”—provided evidence to 

support the conclusion that this neighborhood was one in which black people were 

subjected to onerous surveillance from the press and the police. This conclusion was 

further corroborated by subsequent muckraking exposés that diagnosed the cultural 

dysfunction of women like Woods in the urban imaginary and in penal statutes that 

created the conditions under which women like Woods could be criminally charged 

                                                 
367 “Cocaine & Beer Cause Trouble,” Baltimore Sun, Jun 21, 1902. 
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for possessing cocaine. Each of my conclusions were supported by substantiating 

archival documents that, in their own way, shed light on Woods’ life and activity. 

However, in so doing, Woods’ only treatment in my own historical analysis was 

made about the violence allegedly committed by her and to her on an interpersonal 

level and in the grand scheme of structured inequality and state-sanctioned violence.  

 When I came across Woods’ story, I was deeply troubled by the impossibility 

of knowing. As my investigations into the political landscape of early-twentieth 

century policing revealed the degree to which black people became the subjects of 

violence through imprecise and contradictory accounts of their activities, I grew 

distrustful of the archive itself. Now, in thinking about my own use of Woods’ story, I 

continue to feel uneasy. In documenting her life—as articulated in a short, three-

paragraph news story in the back-pages of the Sun—I required her to do a type of 

work within the pages of this broader archive that condensed her life to a mere 

variable in a Jim Crow framework in which she had no agency—or maybe she did, I 

don’t know. Because her articulation in the archive amounts to only 160 words, it is 

almost impossible for me, within the constraints of a disciplinary structure that 

requires a reverence for evidence, to do much more—to give her life the respect it 

deserves.  

 However, drawing on Hartman’s framework of critical fabulation, what else 

can be gleaned from the piece—from the absence of detail, in the gutters of silence, in 

everything we don’t—and can’t—know? At no point in the story does the author 

situate the relationship between Henrietta and the two women she allegedly attacked. 

The story would lead us to believe that Henrietta’s outburst was due to the fact that 
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“she couldn’t get enough beer to wash down a quantity of cocaine.” The lack of 

information on the women she attacked, besides the fact that they were also black, 

indicates a level of derangement and intergroup conflict that contributes to 

understandings of widespread black dysfunction—that the city’s black neighborhoods 

were rotting from the inside, a persistent assumption that continues to operate in the 

present when contextualized within contemporary perceptions of “black-on-black 

violence.” The supposed “witnesses” who testified against Henrietta are also not 

clearly identified. Were they the same women? Or was police officer who detained 

Woods the sole witness? 

 How would our understanding of the story change if Henrietta did not, in fact, 

attack them? What if Henrietta’s hostility was not aimed at the two women at all but 

at “Patrolman Stout” who represented an agent of institutional force that continually 

harassed black people under the pretenses of racially-motivated policing? This 

motivation is just as likely as the idea that she “couldn’t get enough beer to wash 

down a quantity of cocaine.” Could Patrolman Stout’s detainment of Henrietta have 

been a suppression of black women’s joy? What if the three women were simply 

enjoying some beer and cocaine, and their joy proved to be repugnant to a white 

officer whose racial understandings were molded in a context of intense anti-

blackness?  

 As I speculate these alternative possibilities, the tyranny of the written 

document pulsates in the recesses of my mind, and my disciplinarily-trained 

subconscious forcefully asserts, “None of that happened. There is no proof.” 

Somehow, the written record’s archival value—despite my understanding of the 
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archive as a woefully-limited and imprecise cartography of racial suppression—

trumps the possibilities presented by critical fabulation. As I continue to work 

through this tension, one thing is clear: the archive is broken, it is fragmented, and 

that is its very nature and its enduring inadequacy.  

 

The Broken City as the Reparable City  

 During the process of researching and writing this dissertation, I frequently 

relayed some of the insights I gleaned about the development of city space and the 

political suppression of black people in Baltimore to my partner. At one point, as I 

was wrapping up a draft of the project, she asked me, “Is there going to be anything 

uplifting about your dissertation?” The question took me aback for two reasons. First, 

during graduate school, I always felt deflated reading texts in which authors identified 

persistent social problems that seemed irreparable based on the structural 

impediments that they represented. It almost seemed that, to stem the destructive 

effects of capital development and structural racism, we would have to functionally 

tear society apart and start over, and maybe that’s true. In that way, I empathized with 

the tone of my partner’s question which was both discerning and somewhat 

rhetorical.  

 The second reason the question took me aback was that, in identifying the 

roots of structural inequality and the mechanisms by which they were reproduced 

across time and space, I found something intrinsically uplifting that made me rethink 

the hopelessness I felt when I encountered similar texts in graduate school. In 

developing campaigns to address the structural inequalities that persist in urban 
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spaces, a deep understanding of the historical precedents of those problems is 

necessary to develop structural solutions. Throughout the process of writing my 

dissertation, I sought out individuals and organizations that were working on such 

solutions. To that end, in 2016, I began serving on the Board of Charm City Land 

Trusts (CCLT), a community land trust in East Baltimore.  

 In these final pages, I will not romanticize community-driven development by 

portraying it as a be-all-end-all solution to the structured inequality that continues to 

delimit the possibilities of equitable development. Since CCLT advocates for the 

reallocation of public resources, it is invested in projects that reproduce the 

legitimacy of municipal governance which itself was forged and developed through 

the capitalization of Native lands and the domination of black people. Historically, 

liberal progressive reform initiatives that took the alleviation of black poverty as their 

central goal and relied on municipal services to accomplish that goal continually 

found that city government structures proved ultimately inadequate in accomplishing 

racially-equitable redevelopment. Indeed, the fifth chapter of this dissertation takes 

great pains to show how community-driven development in Baltimore has historically 

been derailed by bureaucratic obstruction and organizational stubbornness—a legacy 

that persistently stymied efforts by CCLT during my time with the organization. 

Additionally, CCLT, particularly in its housing efforts, relies upon the reclamation of 

private property that, in some ways, reproduces the institution of property which was 

structured in direct opposition to black life.  

 However, unlike the liberal progressive organizations of the past—like the 

Charity Organization Society or the Citizens Planning and Housing Association—
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CCLT centralizes the participation and leadership of the extremely poor and those 

most affected by disinvestment, expropriation, and displacement—groups to which 

liberal progressive organizations of the past either articulated as the problem 

impeding equitable growth or as hindrances for black middle-class people to gain a 

foothold in the private housing market. Instead, CCLT extols the model of the 

community land trust (CLT), a form of land organization wherein property is 

acquired by a CLT—typically a nonprofit organization—through a shared-equity 

arrangement that guarantees that control of the land remain with the CLT, and the 

community, in perpetuity.  

 CCLT was chartered in 2000 “to ensure long-term community control of land 

resources within Baltimore City through the acquisition, development, and 

preservation of land in Baltimore City according to the wishes…of the member 

residents of the communities in which those properties are located.”368 CCLT 

operates under the “tripartite” governance model wherein the working board of 

directors is comprised of residents, leaseholders, and institutions whose political 

investments align with those of the CLT model of equitable development. This 

governance model engrains accountability within the CLT structure because residents 

and leaseholders, who form two-thirds of the board, are vested with considerable 

decision-making power.369 CCLT’s primary land holdings include 19 parcels of 

greenspace on the 600 block of North Port Street. Once a row of vacant homes, 

                                                 
368 Charm City Land Trusts Meeting Minutes, November 2000. 
369 For more on CLT governance models and their historic development, see: John 
Emmeus Davis, “Origins and Evolution of the Community Land Trust in the United 
States,” in John Emmeus Davis, ed., The Community Land Trust Reader (Cambridge: 
Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2010).  
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CCLT worked with the Department of Housing and Community Development 

(DHCD) to acquire the properties, demolish them, and cultivate a popular community 

garden called the Amazing Port Street Commons where the neighborhood’s children 

play, and fresh produce is cultivated and distributed by CCLT’s partner institution, 

the Amazing Grace Lutheran Church.  

 When I joined CCLT in March 2016, it had just acquired its first housing 

property, a two-story rowhome on the 500 block of North Luzerne Street. Wells 

Fargo, one of the chief architects of the subprime housing crisis of 2007, transferred 

the property to CCLT which had stood vacant since the home was foreclosed. The 

symbolic and material significance of such a transfer represented, for us, a reparative 

moment in which the subprime logic of preying on people’s homeownership 

aspirations only for their dreams to be dashed by the difficulties of paying hefty 

interest rates could be replaced by a leasehold arrangement that would both make the 

home affordable and guarantee that it remain in the community forever. In writing 

this dissertation, this dynamic struck me as a structural solution to structured 

inequality. CLT homes, through a “resale formula” and lease agreement, cannot be 

transferred to speculative developers or sold for profit. Once a CLT leasehold is 

placed on a property, it is effectively removed from the real estate market. Moreover, 

CLT homes are sold at a level commensurate with the cost of development. In not 

seeking surplus-value, CLT homes are priced at affordable rates that make it easier 

for people with low-incomes and poor credit to secure loans.  

  I left CCLT in March of 2018 once my two-year term with the board of 

directors was over to pursue an academic career elsewhere. As I write these final 
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words, the two-story rowhome on the 500 block of North Luzerne stands vacant and 

undeveloped. In two years, we encountered several problems that proved difficult to 

overcome. First, none of us were developers. In our encounters with the world of real 

estate we were singularly unprepared to deal with issues of permitting, architectural 

blueprints, development pro formas, rehabilitation quotes, lead paint abatement, and a 

cavalcade of other pre-building costs and considerations. Reaching out to “socially-

conscious” developers for help and potential collaboration also proved tricky because, 

oftentimes, their rubrics of affordability were much different from ours, and our goal 

to remove properties from the speculative market was sometimes perceived as naïve, 

and other times perceived as menacing. Second, as we stumbled through the process 

of development, the city’s code enforcement agencies routinely issued us citations for 

unspecified violations in the form of “miscellaneous bills” that ate into our (very 

limited) budget. Third, the challenge of forwarding a housing affordability framework 

that has, as of this writing, failed to sustainably develop any residential property in 

Baltimore required an exhaustive amount of outreach to financial institutions, city 

agencies, and realms of public discourse to explain what a CLT is and does. 

Baltimore has seen countless urban development schemes, and it was our duty to 

articulate and defend why ours was different from the rest.  

 Are CLTs the answer to structural inequality? I don’t know. Is the broken city 

a reparable city? I hope so. This dissertation has argued that Baltimore is a present 

and persistent example of structural racism that, in its development, intentionally and 

ruthlessly delimited the possibilities of black life through prescriptions of black 

dysfunction. To realize significant and lasting change, we need to challenge those 
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prescriptions and their persistence in social policies that have and continue to operate 

in and structure the city. To that end, I hope we remain “outside kickin’ in the broken 

city.”  
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