


". . . every human being's life in this world is inevitably 
mixed with every other life and, no matter what laws we 
pass, no matter what precautions we take, unless the 
people we meet are kindly and decent and human and lib­
erty-loving, then there is no liberty. Freedom comes from 
human beings, rather than from laws and institutions." 

-Clarence Darrow 
Summation to jury in the trial of Henry Sweet, Detroit, 

1926 

I People and Houses 

The way to Lawndale, on Chicago's West Side, 
is by el: a twenty-minute ride from the Loop to 
Pulaski Road, a twenty-minute ride back. In 

the early morning, and again in the evening, the cars 
running between the two sections of the city are 
packed with black workers. Airport attendants, 
maids, waitresses, janitors, truck drivers, factory 
workers: a cross section of the unskilled. These are 
people conditioned by urban living: nothing sur­
prises them. In the rattling cars there is little laughter 
or talk, nor is there much complaining. 

The community itself, Lawndale, is very much like 
any other black section of a major American city. 
About 180,000 people crowd into its 12 square miles. 
Whether it is called a ghetto or a community, the vis­
ible symbols remain the same: the sense of Eliza­
bethan vitality and ferment painfully contrasting 
with the physical reality of spiritually dead loafers in 
colorful habits decorating the fronts of bars and 
stores and barbershops; children darting in and out 
of these shops or playing in gutters; mothers hauling 
plastic sacks of clothes to and from the laundromats, 
young women looking vacantly nowhere. The radio 
music which keeps it all alive blares into the street, 
sometimes overpow�red by bull-voiced disc jockeys 
hawking cars and clothes and color televisions. Older 
women look down on the street, watching the chil­
dren and just watching; a repossession notice, from 
downtown, floats along the pavement on the wind. 
The stylized movements of eyes and fingers and feet; 
the screaming colors; the pictures and posters of this 
year's politicians sloppily pasted over those from last 
year; the bourbon billboards; the uncleared lots and 
falling houses bearing the graffiti of resident groups­
Vice Lords, Conservative Vice Lords, Disciples, 
Black Panthers. The storefront churches; the other 
houses struggling to survive; the sense of having seen 
it all or of having read about it c¥1 someplace before. 

But something new and positive has started here 
that makes Lawndale more than just another ghetto. 
Along the streets intersecting Pulaski Road are hun-
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dreds of old, but solidly constructed two- and three-. 
fiat houses which many of the residents hope to reha ... 
bilitate eventually. Tall, shabby, weatherworn brick 
structures, they suggest a stability that is foreign to 
the idea of a ghetto. Yet these houses, and the fight 
of Lawndale people to save them, are what make this 
particular ghetto a comrimnity and a symbol of na'" 
tiona! significance. 

Sometime this year, amid the hoopla and glitter of 
the two national political conventions, the resurrec'"'" 
tion there of suppressed issues and the lavish promZ'£ 
ises for dealing with them, the fate of these people 
and their houses will be decided in the United States 
District Court for the Northern District of Illinois. 
Two court cases argued by white lawyers, Baker v. p'' 
& F Investment and Clark v. Universal Builders, rep­
resent four years of cooperative activity 'by the 
people of Lawndale on the West Side of Chicago, 
joined by other black families from the South Side of. 
Chicago. The cases bind over three thousand black' 
families and their homes to a difficult question which' 
must eventually be answered by the courts: has .a 
businessman the legal right to make a profit from ., a . . · 
market created by racial discrimination where the 1 
buyer has no other place to deal? 

· · 

The problem is common to every Amencan ... 
ghetto. What has happened in Chicago has 
happened in other cities. But a popular move­

ment to do something about it began in Chicago, and. 
Chicago is the central stage on which the resultant· 
drama is now coming to a climax. 

Chicago is perhaps the most residentially segr�­
gated city in the country. Its reputation is based on flc 
strong tradition of neighborhood towns or "ethnic 
states." Their people-Bohemians, Germans, Jrisl\;. 
Italians, Jews, Lithuanians, Poles-tended to settle to"' 
gether and defend their customs and their borders 
against newcomers. Black people were the ultimate 
newcomers. Lured up from the South by stories of 
higher wages, political freedom, the good life, they 
settled on the South Side and began testing borders. 

By the end of World War I their own borders had 
been erected for them. Jiin Crow o'rdinances and re­
strictive covenants were used to control any expan­
sion. Specifically, the Chicago Real Estate Board's 
Code of Ethics Ca.utioned: "A realtor should nev;er,be 
instrumental in introducing into a neighborhood . . .. 
members of any race or nationality or any indi�idual. 
whose presence would be clearly detriment;ftl 'to . 
property values in that neighborhood." But tlie,;black: 
influx continued, and by the 1940s the South' Side.. 
could no longer accommodate the migrants. Sub-



A caller might simply say, "They're coming." 

scribers to �he American Dream, th�y wanted the sta­
bility symbolized by home ownership. Some jumped 
the borders and spilled over into wherever housing 
was available: East Chicago, Chicago Heights. Some 
went as far as Gary, Indiana, and sat waiting for a 
chance to move back. At the same time, many whites 
were moving into the suburbs. 

In 1948 the United States Supreme Court ruled ra­
cially restrictive covenants judicially unenforceable . . 
In 1950 the Real .Estate Board dropped the words 
"race" and "nationality" from its code, but the policy· 
remained the same. In the mid-1950s when urban re­
newal began its demolition and removal program in 
black slum areas, a number of "panic peddlers" 
seized on the U.S. Supreme Court's 1948 ruling to 
"open up"· and "tum" white residential neighbor­
hoods over to eager black buyers. For most poor 
black families uprooted by urban renewal, as well as 
for those seeking to get out of other overcrowded 
black communities, the choice was a simple one: ac­
cept segregated public housing, challenge segrega­
tionist practices in white ethnic neighborhoods and 
depend on police protection, or attempt to ouy one 
of the solidly constructed homes rapidly becoming 
available through a combination of panic peddling 
and the exodus of white ethnics to the suburbs. Many 
poor black families, like those in Lawndale, chose to 
follow the blockbusters. 

Between 1958 and 1961, most of the southern part 
o� Lawndale passed from white to black occupancy, 
With little enough push from the blockbusters. Some 
me�ely hired black women to walk their children 
through white neighborhoods, or paid black men to 
drive noisy cars through an area a few times a day� 
Sometimes it was a telephone call for "Johnnie 
Mae." Another caller -might simply say, ''They're 
coming." The whites sold, many at prices far below 
the appraised value of their homes. And very shortly, 
sometimes within the same week, the houses would 
be resold to eager black families at inflated prices 
and at very high interest rates on installment pur­
-chase contracts. These contracts differ radically from 
the mortgages. with which most Americans buy their 
homes. They are like a department store "easy-pay­
ment" plan. 

The terms of the contracts (standard forms were 
· .. approved by the Chicago Bar) allow the purchaser

. 
to 

take immediate possession of the property, but. gtV:e 
·him no equity or title until the full contract pnce 1S 
paid. The purchaser is obliged to pay specified in­
stallments on the purchase price over a period of 
years, the deed and title to the property to be deliv­
ered upon completion of such payments. Also, like 
the restrictive terms of a conditional sales contract, 

the seller has the right to reclaim the property and to 
keep all past payments if a. single payment is missed. 
Since the buyer's equity in the property does not 
build up, he cannot obtain a mortgage unless a spe­
cific mortgage provision is written into the contract. 
And while the buyer is obliged to pay for insurance, 
taxes, and all repairs on the property, the seller usu­
ally selects the insurance company and can collect all 
claims for damages to the property. Most policies 
cover only the sellers' mortgage interest, and not the 
contract value for which the property was sold. In 
niany respects the contract buyer's rights are as min­
imal as those of a renter. (In some cases, less: at least 
in a landlord-tenant situation, the landlord is respon­
sible for the upkeep of the building.) Besides the con­
tractual advantages, many sellers were permitted un­
der Illinois law to conceal their identities through the 
device of the land trust. While a title and trust com­
pany kept record titles, the beneficiaries, identified· 
only by trust number, maintained complete control 
of the property. An additional advantage was pro­
vided by the swift remedies of the Illinois eviction 
law (see box, page 69). 

Most. realtors who purchased the homes from 
fleeing whites could get mortgage financing 
fro� th'e banks. But for purchasers like the 

Howell· Colfuis farillly there was no such advantage. 
Mr. and Mrs. Collins, an elderly black couple, con­
tracted to buy their duplex home in Lawndale on 
September 26, 1960. The seller had purchased the 
place one month earlier from a white family for 
about $14,500, but sold it to the Collins family for 
$25,500. The seller obtained a mortgage for $12,000. 
The Collins family paid $1500 down and signed a 
contraCt to pay the $24,000 balance in monthly in­
stallments of $191 (plus monthly deposits for insur-· 
ance and taxes) at an: interest rate of 7 percent for 19 
years. Under the contract, they will pay a total of ap­
proximately $45,000 for the building, including over 
$19,000 in interest. If the Collinses had been able to· 
get a mortgage and terms similar to those the r�altor 
got, they would have paid a total of about $20,000 
for the home over a shorter period of time.* 

But the roots of the situation go much deeper than 
panic peddling; Th.ese black families were forced to 
buy on contract because they were excluded from 
Federal Housing Administration mortgage backing­
in contrast to the availability of FHA mortgages for 

*These estimates are based on information provided by Collins in 
testimony before the Public Welfare Committee of the Illinois 
House of Representatives, and on the records of the Contract 
Buyers League. 
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Situations similar to Chicago's exist in every 
major American city where the black 
population has been shut off from the . 

broader housing market and excluded from 
FHA .. backed mortgages. 

some blacks in some neighborhoods that have been 
black all along. From the FHA's creation in the 
1930s, its policies, like those of the Chicago Real Es­
tate Board, reflected a belief that property value in a 
residential area decreased when the residents were 
riot of the same social, economic, and racial group. 
Besides including a sample restrictive covenant, the 
FHA underwriting manual of 1938 advised that "if a 
neighborhood is to retain stability, it is necessary that 
properties shall continue to be occupied by the same 
social and racial groups." Despite token reforms in 
this policy between 1947 and 1954, builders and 
lenders still remained free to make their own deci­
sions. The agency's requirement that a building be 
judged "economically sound" before mortgage back­
ing could be given favored new houses and not the 
used residential properties usually bought by black 
families. Finally, an FHA administrative procedure 
of "red-lining" black or changing areas of a city as 
"high-risk" placed another, circular restriction on po­
tential black home purchasers: as soon as more than 
a token number of them moved into an area, the 
neighborhood could be labeled "high-risk" • or 
"changing," and FHA backing of mortgages might 
terminate. Banks, savings and loan associations, the 
major homeowners' insurance companies-even the 
Veterans Administration-usually followed FHA 
guidelines. 

Thus, besides being virtually restricted from the 
broader housing market, many black home buyers 
could not expect FHA backing of a mortgage if the 
purchased homes were 'not judged "economically 
sound" or if they were in areas designated "chang­
ing" or "high-risk." Despite the number of studies, 
beginning with Luigi Laurenti's Property Values and 
Race, which challenged the popular idea that "black 
people lower property value," these latter FHA 
poliCies did not change until after the 1967 riots, 
when FHA offices were instructed to consider all 
buildings in'riot or riot-threatened areas as "accept­
able risk." However, between 1938 and 1967 
countless numbers of black home buyers who were 
unable to meet FHA requirements were obliged to 
rely on the use of installment purchase con­
tracts. 

Many Lawndale families, on the advice of lawyers, 
had signed contracts which· would bind them to the 
houses without benefit of equity or ownership until 
the early 1980s. To meet the monthly payments some 
husbands worked at two and sometimes three jobs. 
Many wives were also forced to work, resulting in the 
destruction of their family life. Unsupervised chil­
dren drifted into the street gangs in the area. In addi­
tion to the monthly payments, many buyers were 
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forced to pay for costly repairs on their homes as 
soon as the· contracts were signed. One . couple, it is, 
reported, had been told by a seller that the building · 
they purchased was free of building-code violations. 
Three weeks after the family moved in, a building in.­
spector appeared and required them to spend an.:. 
other $2500 to correct code violations. 

In the period 1958-1961 more than one half th� 
homes in Lawndale were purchased on contract. Ch�f 
cago is not by any,means the only city where black 
people have bought homes on contract. Situatioru> 
similar to Chicago's exist in every major America:tll 
city where the black population has been shut off 
from the broader housing market and excluded from· 
FHA�backed mortgages. Baltimore is one; Washing,- ' 
ton, D.C. is another; Cincinnati is a third. In Balti{ 
more, a grass-roots movement challenging similar · 
practices sprang up about the same time the 
people of Lawndale began to organize. But the Chi-l .... 
cago movement has gone the furthest, and the legal; 
cases that have come to the point of resolution iii 
Chicago are now the test cases for the coun­
try. 

One day in early 1968, Mrs. Ruth Wells, a soft£.···· ··· ··· 
spoken, attractive black woman in her mid7: 
thirties, got up enough courage to go into a 

. contract seller's office and ask why the sum of 
$1500 had been added on to her contract balance fo:t' 

, insurance. Three years later, her voice no longer sofiJ 
Mrs. Wells sat in the comfortably furnished living 
room of her home in Lawndale, and told a story tha;l 
has now become fixed in black American folk �-, 
toiy. "Before I left home that morning,'' she said, ''I 
was very concerned over whether I was right C)l), 
wrong. This has always been a problem with m<7�' 
being afraid to really step out because I was afraid tp 
be wrong. So I prayed a prayer before I left home 
that morning. I am not a real religious fanatic; bu�c� 
do believe wholeheartedly in God because I feel th�t 
I would not have made it this far if not for a true and 

· living God. That morning I went into my clos�t a:tt9-
closed the door to shut out everything. I ask�d t�� 
Lord to show me that day whether I was wrong "b�o.. 
tween the time I left this house and returned. I sai(;l, 
'If I'm wrong in expecting this man to do so met��· 
then I won't bother him anymore. But if I'm righ9:H� 
want You to show me and I'll fight on.' 

· 

"When I got down there I asked to see the .ins 
ance policy. I said, 'You must have forgot! I doti't 
on North Shore Drive [an affluent white neigh 
hood). I live in Lawndale. We don't have anymall­
sions out there to be paying $1500 for insurance. You 



don't even pay that much a year .in (ar better neigh­
borhoods. I may be living here, but my mind didn't 
stop working after I started living here!' So the seller 
called the secretary and had her bring the policy� But 
when he went to pass the policy across the desk, his 
hand actually just trembled so until the paper was 
fluttering in the wind. And for him to shake so, not 
just from being nervous, this had to be something. I 
had forgot about the prayer, but the minute I saw his 
hand I knew I was right. It's as though someone had 
told me, 'Look!' I felt so good! When he offered to 
Cancel the $1500 l told him I had changed my mind! I 
got more faith sitting there in that man's office be-
5ause I knew he was wrong and he knew he was 
�rong. I thought, 'Somebody done touched him and 
let him know. He's feeling something he's never felt 
before: guilt!' He's all trembling and shaking, really 
ppset. And I thought to myself, 'I didn't upset him, 
but I know who did.'" 

Mr. and Mrs. Wells bought the duplex for $23,000 
1959 from a real estate company. They paid $3000 

down and signed a contract which required them to 
p�Y the $20,000 balance over a 15-year, 10-month 
period and which allowed them the option of obtain­
¥irig a mortgage after 50. percent of the principal had 
been paid. This was done by late 1967. Mr. and Mrs. 
�ells then hired a black lawyer. to negotiate

. 
the 

mortgage for them; but instead, he reported back 
that the seller would agree to the mortgage only after 
(tn additional $1500 had been paid. "I asked him 
what the $1500 was for," Mrs. Wells recalls. ''He said 
he·didn't know. Later he called back and said it was 
for insurance. Now, my contract itemizes my pay­
��nts each month: insurance, taxes, principal, inter­
est, and my tota.l payment: $201.40. Now, if I'm pay­
ing insurance in with the rest each month, I'm not in 
arrears with my payments. I was always before then 
P.prmally a quiet person who wouldn't talk, especially 
to. a stranger. But something just got in me and I was 
j�st fed up and tired. I don;t care how hard I worked, 
h8Yt many hours I put in, I was still in the same 

. IJoat." · 

Wells was not alone when she went into 
the contract seller's office. More than six 
months before the confrontation, Johil 

-;...,,�.u�Jllu Macnamara, a thifty-year-old white Jesuit 
-""�<.UUQ.ll•an, and-twelve white students had moved 

Macnamara, a native of Skokie, Illi­
and then a student at the Bellarmine School of 

, had spent most of the previous year in the 
on a one-day-a-week basis as a member 

a service project sponsored by the Presentation 

Roman Catholic Church of Lawndale. The commu­
nity-service project was started by Monsignor Johil J. 
Egan, the new pastor of Presentation Church and 
then director of the Office of Urban Affairs of the 
Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago. Macna­
mara and the other Catholic students moved into an 
old apartment on South Independence, a few blocks 
away from the Wells home, and began to walk the 
streets of Lawndale. They had no program to 
present. Instea<;l, following Saul Alinsky's example, 
they listened to the people with only three ideas in 
mind: to discover what problems were facing the 
community, to provide services for bringing people 
together, and once the. machinery for an orga­
nized and developing coinmunity was set up, to 
move on. 

During the summer of 1967, despite harassment 
and intimidation by young black men .in the neigh­
borhood, the young whites visited all the families in a 
twelve-block area and listened to what the people 
said. There were many complaints against ex­
ploitation by merchants, high tax payments, the ab­
sence of city services, the lack of play lots for com­
munity children, and- a general disinterest on the part 
of the mayor's office in reports of building-code vio-
lations. , 

As an initial project, the whites enlisted the help of 
young black geople from the area to stage public 
demonstrations. On one occasion nine full cans of 
uncollected garbage from Lawndale were "dumpe�" 
on the plaza of the downtown Civic Center; during 
the first three days of July, children from the area 
were taken to a public park in Bridgeport-home of 
Chicago's Mayor Richard J. Daley-and allowed to 
play. There were a few fines for littering, 
and some Bridgeport adults threw rocks and bottles 
at the white students and Lawndale children. But af­
terwards the city began regular garbage collections 
and constructed one children's play lot in Lawndale. 
But by September, when most of the students were 
returning to college, the project had accomplished 
little else. 

Father Egan introduced Mrs. Ruth Wells to Jack 
Macnamara. An outspoken priest rigidly dedicated 
to serving the Lawndale �ommunity, Father Egan 
had helped Mrs. Wells on past occasions. "I called 
him," Mrs. Wells says, "and asked if he could recom­
mend a laW)'er I could trust. I wanted to find out 
what steps I could take because I knew that some­
thing was wrong. I told him, 'If this man could just 
put $1500 on my bill out of the sky like this, I'll never 
finish paying. It's just like blackmail, only I don't 
know what I've been blackmailed for. Ifl pay this, he 
could add anything else he wanted. My own .lawyer 
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didn't even question the $ 1500. He just arranged how 
I could pay it.' I told Father Egan, 'If I let him get 
away with this, I'll be paying for the rest of my life 
for nothing! I don't have anything, and I'm steady 
paying.'" 

That same day Father Egan sent Macnamara and 
Sister Andrew, who had ten years of real estate expe­
rience before becoming a nun, to see Mrs. Wells. Al­
ready somewhat. knowledgeable about the contract 
sales pattern in Lawndale, they adVised her to invest 
$45 in an FHA appraisal of the house. The estimate 
came back at $14,750. Between the time the family 
bought the house for $23,000 and early 1968, th�y 
had had the bathroom modernized, redone the 
kitchen, built new back porches for both apartments 
and had them enclosed, rewired the entire house, put 
on a new roof, apd put in new front steps and a side­
walk. The students did a title search. of the property 
and found that the seller had paid about $ 14,000 for 
it. They encouraged Mrs. Wells to talk with the con­
tract seller. After several attempts to telephone him 
at his office and home, Father Egan, Macnamara, 
and Sister Andrew accompanied Mr. and Mrs. Wells 
to the seller's office. There they stood in the back­
ground and allowed Mrs. Wells to do the talking. "I 
let him know how much I had found out about the 
property," Mrs. Wells says. "And I told him that I 
knew he paid less than the amount of [the official 
mortgage] stamps on the deed. He is a smart man. I 
don't mean smart because he outsmarted me, be­
cause I don't feel that I'm smart." 

Mrs. Wells says the seller explained that insurance 
had gone up over a period of years. She asked why 
she had not been informed before. "He said he didn't 
want to worry me," she says. "I got more angry then 
than I was before I went down there. See, he's clap­
ping me on the back with one hand and picking my 
pocket with the other. He. had decided to add this 
$1500 on when he saw that we hadn't faltered and 
were going to get the building on mortgage. I asked 
him how he slept at night. He said he slept very well 
except when he had worked a little too hard at the 
office." Mrs. Wells pauses to laugh, ''I'm sure he 
does," she goes on. "He's getting checks in the mail 
every month, educating his kids, and if you're ragged 
and hungry that's your business! But I told him why I 
thought he slept pretty good. He said when he got 
ready . for spiritual advice he definitely would not 
come to me. I thanked him, and told him I wouldn't 
go to him either.'' 

Then Mrs. Wells asked to see the policy. 
Official records show that title to the Wells house 

was held by a local bank under a trust number. The 
couple paid $3000 down and contracted to pay the 
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$20,QOO balance in monthly installments of $ 175 fo:t 
15 years with a 7 percent interest rate on the unpaid 
balance, the maximum under Illinois law. The seller 
had purchased the property a little more than one 
month before by obtaining a mortgage for $ 10,000 
and paying the former owner $3500 in cash. Tw.o. 
years 'later, after Mr. and Mrs. Wells had made im� 
provements on the property, the seller refinanc�d. 
and obtained a second mortgage for $12,000. AI�. 
though only about $ 14,000 was originally paid for 
the property, and its appraised value in 1968 was 
only $ 14,750, Mr. and Mrs. Wells will pay a totalof 
$36,250 for their home. Macnamara estimates thatif 
they had been able to pu�chase the building on mort.., 
gage for $ 14,000 and had made the same month�� 
payments at the same interest rates, they would have 
paid approximately $2 1,000. 

''We conducted about six weeks of research down 
at the Chicago Title and Trust Company," Macna� 
mara says, "and discovered that about 50 percentQf 
the buildings were being bought on contract by black! 
people and that the prices of all these buildings were 
approximately the same, and that the selle.rs had 
picked these buildings up for $10,000 to $15,000 les& 
than what they were being sold to black families for.. 
What we did with this information was to go to: 
people's homes to see if it was really an issue with 
them. We'd say, 'Did you know that the guy who 
sold you this house only paid $ 13,000 for it?"' 

But even if the buyers did not know, few of them 
would respond to Macnamara and the students. 
There is a stigma attached to contract buying, a ce.r• 
tain implication of helplessness and ignorance. Pub., 
lie meetings were organized in the basement of Pre­
sentation Church, with twenty to twenty-five people 
in attendance. But they were silent. Few people 
wanted to expose their scars to a tall, blond white 
man with piercing blue eyes, surrounded by white 
helpers. "Jack would come by my house before eve� 
meeting on Wednesday nights," Mrs. Wells recalls of 
the early days, "but he wouldn't say anything. So 1 
said to my husband, 'There's something he wants., 
but he won't say it.' My husband said, 'What do you; 
think it is?' I said, 'He wants one of us to get up anP, 
talk.' He ·said, 'Well, what good would that do?' [. 
said, 'The people don't trust them because they're 
white. But we're black and we're in it, and I feel sure 
all these other people might be in the same boat. Bu;� 
they won't say anything. They just sit there and 
look!' I didn't even know them then," she admits .. 
didn't even know my next-door neighbor." Finall�, 
Mrs. Wells volunteered to tell the people her story" 
At the next meeting she stood, held on to the back of 
a chair, and told them about her own contract situ• 



Above, a West Side neighborhood of Chicago. 
Below, a buyer gets advice at the Contract 

Buyers League office. 
Right, a Wednesday night meeting of the League. 

Lower right, children on a West Si'de lot. 
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"I asked if any of them was in the same boat. 
Immediately practically every hand in the room 
went up with a question. And that's when the 
thing got started." 

ation and about her confrontation with the seller. "I 
said that the money for the appraisal was the best 
forty-five dollars I ever spent," she says, "and asked 
if any of them was in the same boat. Immediately 
practically every hand in the room w�nt up with a 
question. And that,s when the thing got started. So 
then I would get up every Wednesday night and I 
would tell it: 'Tell your family and your friends, your 
neighbors, the people you work with, if they bought 
on contract they should come out!' 

· 

Each Wednesday night thereafter we got more and 
more people. On some nights we didn't even have 
standing room. That's when I found out that up until 
a few years ago most of our sisters and brothers, not 
only in Chicago but in many major cities in the 
United States, bought on contract and were being 
cheated. I'm not talking about people with eighth­
grade educations either. I'm, talking about black 
people with degrees !, 

The Contract Buyers League of Lawndale be­
gan in January, 1968, as part of the interaction 
between the meetings in the basement of 

Presentation Church and sessions in Macnamara's 
sparsely furnished apartment on South Indepen­
dence -Boulevard. Getting the estimated 3000 
Lawndale contracts renegotiated became the issue 
for which the Presentation Church workers had been 
searching. The students set up filing systems in the 
apartment, and slowly gathered information. Other 
Jesuits and white college students passed through the 
apartment, and spread word of the organization. 
Contributions began to come in. At one Eastern girls' 
college the students gave up their lunch money for 
the League. 

Young black men from the neighborhood, some of 
them gang members and others just curious, eased 
into the apartment, freeloading, disrupting, ''raid­
ing," threatening the whites. At one point gang mem­
bers issued a deadline for the whites to be out of the 
community. The deadline came and passed, and the 
whites stayed on. During the riots following Martin 
Luther King's assassination, Macnamara's life was 
threatened, and one young black man did beat him 
severely. But when angry black people summoned 
the police, Macnamara refused to identify the at­
tacker. 

Thirty lawyers whose opinions were asked advised 
the League that nothing could be done. But the 
people made their own decision: they decided to 
picket the offices and suburban homes of the sellers 
and pressure them to renegotiate the contracts. The 
students traced the trust numbers on the deeds to the 
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beneficiaries. Once an identity was discovered, 
twelve or so people-Jesuits, nuns, students, and con­
tract buyers-would picket the front of his office, or a 
few would go to his neighborhood and pass out leaf­
lets to_ his neighbors explaining CBL grievances. In 
some instances they even met commuter trains as 
they rolled into suburban stations, carrying signs 
which told all passengers that their fellow commuter, 
Mr. X, was a slumlord._ 

Because they always informed the Chicago Police 
Department and the press before each picket at. 
tempt, there were no incidents of violence. The pick­
ets were prepared to follow all orders from police­
men and later submit any complaints to the 
Department's Human Relations Section. On a few 
occasions Chicago policemen accepted their leaflets. 
One very active white supporter likes to tell about 
the instance when one of the sellers threatened vie­
lence against the pickets. ''The .police came and the 
people had the experience that the law worked for 
them," he points out, ''because the police told the 
realtor that they were there to protect the pickets 
and that he would be arrested if he continued to 
threaten them." The pickets also had the support 
of church and human relations groups, and a num­
ber of lawyers who advised them on the legal limita­
tions of picketing. At one point, thanks to the pres­
ence of several FBI agents ordered to the scene by 
Thomas Foran, U.S. Attorney for the Northern Dis­
trict of Illinois, they were even able to picket outside 
the General Federal Savings and Loan office in Ci­
cero, Illinois. According to an article in the Chicago 
Defender entitled ''The Day Cicero Didn't Riot," 
some of the Cicero citizens even accepted their flyers 
and wished them luck. 

In the spring of 1968 the major publicity began. 
Soon after one seller made a tentative agreement to 
renegotiate three hundred of his contracts, the Chi�· 
cago Sun-Times ran a small story called "Money 
Miracle in a Chicago Ghetto." And although the 
seller later ref�ed to renegotiate, the publicity co»­
tinued,. The Daily News, giving an example of what 
Father Egan had termed "a vile race tax," ran a long 
story on the troubles of a family of buyers named 
Peeler, and the $ 16,000 house that will eventually 
cost them $46,780 in principal and interest. In early 
July, Macnamara, Mr. Howell Collins, and several 
other contract buyers testified before the Illin.ois 
House of Representatives' Public Welfare Com­
mittee, receiving extensive publicity. There was talk 
of federal indictments being brought against officials 
of ten defunct savin.gs and loan associations for "pos­
sible misapplication of federally insured funds"; 
there was talk of drafting a bill which would require 



the identities of land trust beneficiaries to be made 
public; there were suggestions of a link between con­
tract selling and the crime syndicate, and urgings to 
require the sellers and savings and loan officials to 
testify before the Welfare Committee. But the politi­
cal publicity, some of which was prompted by ·the 
heat of that election year, died down. The buyers 
took a new step. They began pressuring the Chicago 
FHA office, denouncing its policies as the basic cause 
of their housing difficulties and demanding that it in­
tervene in the conflict. The Chicago office, headed by 
Ernest Stevens, was apparently embarrassed by the 
FHA's role in encouraging segregated housing. In 
the mid-sixties it had discontinued the "red-lining" 
policies. Just at the time the conflict broke, a cam­
paigning Richard Nixon had guardedly criticized the 
role played by FHA in creating black slums. "The 
FHA is largely limited today to safe mortgages," he 
said. "It should be turned in the direction of taking 
greater mortgage risks so that it can function effec­
tively in slum areas where now it does little." 

Pressured by the buyers, the Chicago FHA office 
expressed a willingness to grant mortgages to the 
buyers based on the current appraised value of the 
houses. But the CBL rejected the offer because it al­
lowed the sellers to receive the full contract balances. 
According to Macnamara, the FHA offer protected 
the seller by "allowing him to get out of the deal and 
receive immedi4te cash after he has had the benefit 
of raking off the highest interest profits which come 
atthe early stages of the installment contract." With 
the help of lawyers, CBL worked out its own "fair­
price formula" based on the price paid by the seller 
for the property plus 15 percent of the cost, suppos­
:edly representing the amount of profit he should 
have received. But few of the sellers would agree to 
this method. Most were opposed to high settlements 
and what they termed the "shameful harassment" of 
t�em by the CBL. 

Most of the men who hold the Lawndale con­
tracts are Jewish .real estate salesmen or as­

. . signees who regard contract selling as a le­
glhmate business. Like most white merchants in 
?Jack. communities, many of them remained behind 
m,Lawndale after the other whites left. The sellers 
ta¥e pride in their ability to read the contract sales 
1ll.�rket, and many regard themselves as suppliers of 
h()mes for people who were shut out of the broader 
housing market. Ironically, many of them enjoyed 
close relationships with their buyers, and occasion­
ally "carried" families that fell behind in payments. 
The emotional and psychologi�al depths of the seller-

buyer relationship might have been touched by one 
of the first sellers who agreed to renegotiate. "I like 
the people on the West Side," he says. "I was good to 
them. I lent them money, did them favors, and acted 
as a father-confessor to them. I didn't know I was 
doing any harm to them. My office wasn't hit during 
the rioting because they knew I was all right. When 
this CBL thing started, they went to' another seller 
first. I never figured they would come to me because 
I didn't think I had . done anything wrong. But they 
did. I couldn't believe it when they said I had 
cheated people. I went home to my wife and said, 
'Isn't this the American system, where we make as 
much profit as we can?' She said, 'Yes, you're right.' 
Two days later she said, 'No, you're wrong and 
they're right.' And pretty soon I said to myself, 'No, 
you're wrong.' " 

There are three classes of businessmen involved in 
the Lawndale contract sales situation: those who ac­
tually negotiated contracts and receive all the profits, 
those whose real estate offices act as agents for in­
vestors in contract sales, and those in investment 
firms who bought contracts from sellers at discount. 
It is unknown how many contract sellers were ac­
tually engaged in blockbusting. Of the thirty or forty 
known sellers and trust beneficiaries, only a few have 
large numbers of contracts. Most have three hundred 
or less. And while most were able to get mortgage fi­
nancing and refinancing of their initial purchases, a 
few paid cash out of their own pockets. Some of them 
attempt to justify the markup in prices before resale 
to black families by insisting that they spent consid­
erable money rehabilitating the houses; and some 
complain that the tendency of black families to 
wreck the houses or abandon them after short habi­
tation periods added a high-risk element to the busi­
ness. Some are lawyers. All the sellers insist that they 
sold, or would have sold, homes on equal contract 
terms to both black and white people. And like the 
buyers, most of them denounce banks and the FHA 
as the real villains. 

II Religion and Race 

To understand the evolution of the Contract 
Buyers League, one must be aware of the reli­
gious configurations-and people-which sur­

rounded it. The initial impression is of a coalition 
made up of blacks and Catholics fighting Jewish con­
tract sellers. But there have been black and Catholic 
contract sellers and slumlords in Chicago; just as 
there have always been black, Catholic, and Jewish 
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"We fought being dismissed because we 
wanted a Jewish commitment on the · 

buyers' side." 

people who have opposed them. Indeed, the demo­
cratic and selfless interaction among the three groups 
during the life of the League was itself a drama­
tization of the best moments, and the best moral im­
pulses, of the old civil lights movement. 

The Roman Catholic Archbishop of Chicago, John 
Cardinal Cody, never endorsed or . supported the 
CBL. The fact that the organization was born in a 
Catholic Church and drew a large measure of sup­
port from Catholic lawyers, students, suburbanites, 
and Jesuits probably resulted from Jack Macna­
mara's own Catholic background and connections. 
But beyond that was his personal magnetism. Tall, 
pensive, seemingly soft-spoken, but sharp-tempered, 
with frighteningly direct blue eyes, he brought to the 
League a special genius for organization and a gift 
for inspiring confidence in people. 

Following high school he entered the Jesuit Semi­
nary; after two years of study he dropped out and 
worked his way through Loyola College as an · airport 
night-clerk; after one year of law school at the Uni­
versity of Chicago he went back to the seminary, and 
left again to teach high school in Cincinnati. He once 
said of himself: ' 'When I was in college, I was the 
kind of person who would say, 'If I can make it, ev­
erybody else can too.' " But after deciding to live in 
Lawndale he received permission to postpone two 
additional years of seminary study. A quietly intense 
worker with his own ideas, he nevertheless encour� 
aged the contract buyers to make their own deci­
sions; and he advised all volunteers, lawyers in­
cluded, to do the same. The black people respected 
him for this. Whe:n his church superiors asked hini to 
leave Lawndale and resume his theological studies, . 
CBL leaders responded with an appeal to the Society 
of Jesus in Rome, requesting that Macnamara be or­
dained as a Jesuit without further study so that he 
could remain in the community. "There was a man 
sent from God named John," the appeal stated, "to 
bear witness to the light. Jack. is such a eman. Some 
have compared him to Moses, who received his com­
mission directly from God and who went to the Phar­
aoh, as Jack goes to the centers of power for us today, 
to say, 'Let my people go.' " 

Not only are most of the contract sellers Jewish; 
many of the Lawndale houses eventually sold on 
contract were purchased from Jewish families. As it 
happens, a few years before Macnamara came to 
Lawndale the Chicago Jewish Council on Urban Af­
fairs had become interested in the contract sales 
problem. In · 1964 it financed a study project, an 
amalgam of black Baptists, Catholics, and Jews, 
called the Lawndale Peoples' Planning and Action 
Council. Under its director, Lew Kreinberg, the 
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council began researching the estate of a Jewish real­
tor who left hundreds of contracts after his death. 
Rabbi Robert J. Marx, former president of the Jew­
ish Council on Urban Affairs, was instrumental in 
getting the council started; and when the contract 
sales problem became an issue, he attempted to rally 
the support of the Jewish community behind the 
buyers. He attended several CBL meetings, invited 
contract b.uyers to speak at his suburban synagogue, 
raised funds for the buyers, and attempted to pres­
sure the sellers morally into renegotiating their con­
tracts. As chairman of a newly formed Joint-Jewish. 
Committee on Urban Problems, an amalgam of the 
Anti-Defamation League, the Jewish Federation, 
and the American Jewish Committee, he condemned 
the West Side contract sales. Additional support fer 
the buyers came from other members of the Chicago 
Jewish community, such as Gordon Sherman, then 
president of the Midas-International Corporation. 
(Sherman subsequently lost control of Midas to his 
father in a proxy fight, and now devotes most of his 
energies to a group called Businessmen for the Public 
Interest. But while head of Midas he made an initial 
contribution to CBL of $5000 of his own money, and 
pledged the Midas-International Foundation to con­
tribute $25,000 for a two-year period.) A number of 
Jewish lawyers, accountants, and workers also volun­
teered their help. 

But beyori.d the opportunity to give money, ser­
vice, and moral support to the buyers, Rabbi Marx 
saw an opportunity to explore the causes of the fric­
tions which, in the past decade, have developed be­
tween lower-class black people and Jewish merchants 
in their communities. The question he was trying te 
answer was the one posed by Professor Victor Ro­
senblum of Northwestern Law School, who exam­
ined the CBL movement in his Law and Social 
Change seminar. "Blacks and Jews have in the past 
been very close on the question of the civil rights 
movement," Professor Rosenblum observes. "These 
ties have been rich and deep and real. [But] a good 
deal of the business relationship, that has not been a 
good relationship at all, has been a Jewish relation­
ship. . . . Are there explanations which enter the 
realm of sociology?" 

In a speech entitled ''The People In Between," 
prompted by his work on the contract sales issue, 
Rabbi Marx argues that, historically, the Jewish mer­
chant or landlord in a diaspora community plays a 
middle role : neither part of the masses nor part of 
the power structure, in the context of the community 
he is nevertheless seen by the masses as a marginal 
and highly visible symbol of the power structure. 
''The slum landlord, the contract seller, the ghetto 



merchant, the Jewish politician in· an all-black area," 
he said, ''may be the marginal remainders of what 
was once a proud Jewish commUnity. Their presence 
in slum areas is a reality to which we cannot close 
our eyes. These are the men who play the interstitial 
role with the most heavy hand. They are in a position 
where they emerge not as marginal, but as character­
istic. It is doubtful whether anyone will ever question 
bow a telephone company exploits poor people by 
tempting them to spend more money than they 
should on fancy telephones or long-distance calls. 
The Jewish ghetto merchant, however, despite his 
@Wn conceptualization of his role, is almost in­
variably placed in a position where his business eth­
ics will be questioned because of the prices or interest 
he charges or because of the temptations he places 
ll>efore his customers." 

Despite Rabbi Marx's sympathy for both sides in 
the conflict, both the sellers and their own supporters. 
within the Jewish community were displeased with 
his support of the buyers. On occasion some sellers 
had attempted to raise anti-Semitism as an issue, 
making charges against both the contract buyers and 
s0me of their supporters. When the attitude of most 
Jewish community leaders remained unchanged, a 
group of the sellers sued all the CBL leaders, Macna­
mara, Father Egan, Rabbi Marx, and Gordon Sher­
man, charging the disruption of their business and 
claiming $ 1  million in damages from each. Then, in a 
further attempt to rally Jewish solidarity behind 
them and give the appearance of a Jewish-black is­
sue, the sellers dropped both Rabbi Marx and Gor­
<il0n Sherman from. the suit. ''We fought being dis­
missed," Rabbi Marx explains in his Highland Park 
h0me, "because we wanted a Jewish commitment on 
the buyers' side." 

Rabbi Marx talks candidly about his involvement: 
"We would bring in the contract sellers and try to 
talk to them about renegotiating their contracts," he 
recalls. "I remember one seller who came into my of­
fice. He said, 'Rabbi, I have to talk with you. I have 
tlll

_
ido something. I can't live with myself. �y con­

sglpnce can't take any more.'  Now that man has re­
ne:gotiated. The Jewish Council on Urban Affairs has 
��t been in a position to say we've done this, because 
@U.t whole emphasis has been to put resources into t�p communities in which we work, and they're black 

·. and white." 
· >;f)}tabbi Marx suspects that he has been made to pay 
�o� his involvement. In mid- 1 97 1  he resigned as pres-

i· ����t of the Jewish Council on Urban Affairs and 
w�s subsequently invited to head the Union of 
��rican He brew Congregations in New York. Ac­
CO!dmg to him, the decision to move was not entirely 

his own. "In many ways I'm going to New York be­
cauSe of this issue," he says. ''When we fought them 
[the sellers 1 some of the people in high places got 
very angry at me. So that when New York says to 
me, 'We need you here-we want your talent-and 
besides we think that there are a couple of key ene­
mies that you have in Chicago that would make it 
uncomfortable for you to stay there,' that's because 

· of the contract sales issue. That's how involved we 
were, fighting within the Jewish community. Now, 
you don't like to be a rabbi fighting Jews. Martin Lu­
ther King taught me one thing : If you're a black 
man, you don't fight other black men; you fight the 
enemy. I don't like fighting Jews, but I want the Jew­
ish community to see how a couple of guys have been 
hurting them." 

I: Rabbi Marx, Gordon Sherman found that 
support of the CBL caused many sellers to 
view him with suspicion. "There were always 

the insinuations," he recalls, "that mine was a double 
defection : that as a capitalist I was on the wrong side, 
and that as a Jew, how could I make anything con­
spicuous that might be held up in a negative light by 

· non-Jews? The sellers must have seen me as an 
enemy, but they also saw me as some kind of nut. 
They'd say, 'He's one of us, and he should be on our 
side! '  People in this society," he says, "are used to 
being on the right side, not because of what we be­
lieve but because of where life has put us. When they 
saw me spoiling for trouble on the other side and us­
ing my means-because the whole game is based on 
denying some people the means to fight back and so 
if someone lends them the means, it's like shipping 
arms to Russia-they didn't like it. I didn't have 
much contact, but the feedback I got implied that I 
was doing something very wrong and, secretly, that I 
was some kind of well..:meaning nut." 

Despite the efforts of some sellers to distort the is­
sues, there was never any visible bias against them as 
Jews. Jack Macnamara is convinced that the mode of 
operation of the CBL prevented the emergence of 
any such. conflict. ''The black people never made an 
issue of it,'' he notes. "But the Real Estate Investors' 
Association tried to cali it an anti-Semitic movement. 
However, tll.e involvement of Gordon Sherman and 
Rabbi Marx and the support of the Jewish Council 
on Urban Affairs and Jewish people ip. the suburbs 
showed that the charge was superficial." 

Among the black contract buyers one can hear 
very few references to the ethnic identities of the sell­
ers. Indeed, some buyers praise, in retrospect, the 
"smart Jew lawyer" who advised them against con-
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uwe stiU mar·ching fr(UJnd in the slave ci�·cle 
because we don't want to be hurt by society�s 

a fii·ttMe bit furthe�·! 

tract buying years before, Very few of the Lawndale 
people make distinctions between Jewish and other 
white Americans. This point was made, with some sly 
humor, by Clyde Ross, the CBL co-chairman, when 
his deposition was being taken by a lawyer for the 
sellers. According to Ross, he was asked whether he 
had ever spoken about the CBL at a synagogue. "I 
said, 'Hell no ! ' " Ross relates. "He said, 'Well, I hap­
pen to know that you made a speech in Highland 
Park at a Jewish synagogue. '  I said, 'You see, all of 
y'all look alike to me.' I said, 'I don't know a Jew 
from a Polish or a Italian or a Irish. I don't know who 
I was speaking to down there. Only thing I know is 
that all y'all was white. ' I said, 'You can call it what 
you want. '  He got very angry, because he thought I 
should know what a Jew was. I don't know nothin' 
about no Jew. I thought it was a religion. And he's 
white. So he's a white man as far as I'm concerned." 
Ross pauses a bit before adding : "He got very angry 
because I put him down with the Polish." 

"I think that when you get off on race you 
lose your point and your goal," Mrs. Ruth Wells 

- says. 
But there is an additional religious dimension in­

volved, which may explain why a group of Northern, 
inner-city black people were able to maintain an or­
ganization as complex as the CBL for over four 
years. The Lawndale people are primarily Baptist. 
Most are middle-aged, and most are migrants from 
Alabama, Arkansas, and Mississippi. The structure 
of their Wednesday night meetings resembles that of 
a Baptist church service. In a sense, the CBL people 
have abstracted the form of Sunday morning store­
front church meetings and reassembled it around an 
economic issue, in much the same way that Martin 
Luther King managed to reassemble the religious 
convictions of Southern black church people around 
political and economic issues during the early sixties. 

Every Wednesday night during the first three 
years of the CBL, Mrs . Luceal Johnson and 
other Lawndale women would cook a com­

munion dinner in Jack Macnamara's apartment. The 
atmosphere would be relaxed and gossipy, with con­
tract buyers and white lawyers sitting down to plates 
of fried chicken. Then they would walk the few 
blocks to Martin Luther King Hall, in the basement 
of Presentation Church, for the meeting. 

A long prayer, in the rhythmic, singsong idiom of a 
fundamentalist black minister, usually precedes each 
meeting. All prayers are spontaneous, asking God for 
guidance, offering thanks for the progress of the 
League, and usually including references to the sell-
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ers, judges, and recent incidents involving the 
League. The people sit silently with heads bowed 
during the prayers, but afterwards a hymn or spiri­
tual might be sung by the entire audience. Then a 
progress report is given by either Charles Baker, the 
CBL chairman, or Clyde Ross, the co-chairman. 
Ross's deliveries, more free-wheeling than Baker's, 
usually weave in reports of CBL progress and fail­
ures with inspirational asides and references to the 
Old Testament. Besides a mastery of the evangelical 
idiom, Ross is able to evoke the mood of a black 
church sermon: the call and response, the repetition 
of certain patterns of words known by each member 
of the audience since childhood church services, the 
question-and-answer dialogue between minister and 
audience, the building of his speeches to an emo­
tional epiphany which provides a cathartic sense of 
union between speaker and audience. He has talked 
of Moses delivering the people across the Red Sea, of 
Ezekiel looking down info the Valley of Dry Bones 
(both references are to Macnamara), and of Phar­
aoh's Army (the sheriff's deputies and security 
guards who eventually evicted a number of people 
from their homes). Easygoing, introspective, and 
more than a little concerned over his lack of formal 
education, Ross nonetheless undergoes an almost 
complete change of personality when addressing the 
CBL members. 

At one point, Ross offered the following speech at 
a Wednesday night meeting: 

Let me tell you a story that I experienced when I was 
quite young. One of my chores around the family 
home in the South was to graze the cow, We had no 
pasture, so we had to graze the cow wherever we 
could find grassy areas, So we would put a chain 
around the cow's foot, and we would lock it down real 
tight, and then we would drive an iron peg down and 
fasten the other end of the chain onto this peg. The 
cow would go around in this circle and nibble all the 
grass she could nibble in this circle until there was no 
more , But one day I came back to water her and the 
chain was off, and she could have got away. Butshe 
was still going round in this circle because she was 
afraid of the pinch of the chain. That's the way some 
of us are right today, We can get out!  We can get out 
now ! But we still marching round in the slave circle 
because we don't want to be hurt by society's slave 
chain. We still feel it We still feel it on our legs .  
We're loose ! We are loose ! Move out! Move out a 
little bit further! Nip the grass out there because .it's 
pretty !  Just move! The chain is gone. It's only you that 
think it's there, Move out! And stop these men from 
robbing you ! And stop these men from persecuting 

you ! Move out ! And get some of this land that was 
yours from the start ! The chain is off. 



A bove, a West Side mural. 
Right, CBL co-chairman Clyde Ross. 

Below, buyer Mrs. Luceal Johnson. 
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