CHAPTER XIII

THE "LONG, HOT, SUMMER"

Mr. Sparrow effected no dramatic change or accomplishment
during his first ten months as executive director. He did become
aware of the mounting tensions within minority groups and became
increasingly fearfyl of the possibf]ity of civil disturbances
whereas almost al] other city officials were very complacent and
unworried. Five years previously Mr. Alfred Cowles had told the
Police Department that there was no concern for mass disturbance
in the city but, in the same Tecture, recognized the possibility
of trouble in the near future, ! Mr. Cowles, former Executive
Director, had informed the membefs of the City Commission that
"the climate in the city is at a high Tevel "2 Msgr. Popell,
Pastor of the Catholic Cathedra]lParish, affirmed that the city
had no serious racia] problem since peaceful, non-violent solutions
were being pursued by both public and church groups.3 Mr. Cowles

told the members of the Chamber of Commerce that the local minority

situation in housing, employment, and public accommodations was

]A1fred Cowles, Police Inservice Training Program,
March 20-22, 1962, Doc. File No. 20, "Riot."

Z00FE. Min.." June 28, 1962.

31bid., June 27, 1963.
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generally good but some problems still existed in the field of
education.?

The Tocal "Black Mus1im" group caused only a small] ripple
of concern. Unofficially, its membership was estimated to be
under 20 persons in 1963 and Possibly as high as 50 a year later.

A house-to-house membership drive late in the summer raised the
membership to abouyt 200. Mr. Cowles referred to the Black MusTims
as "the most dangerous group in the city" and compared it to the

Ku Klux Klan or the Southern White Citizens' Council. He observed,
however, that while 200 active mehbers represented less than one
percent of the city's Negro population, it was a force large

enough to cause trouble. The Commission did not consider the

group. important enough to warrant taking any action.?

The race riots in Los Angeles in the summer of 1965 triggered
concern in most American cities. Mr. Cowles informed the City
Manager that the lTocal climate was healthy and the existing
tensions were not the type which produced race riots. Mr. Alex
Barton, WOOD-va produced an hoyr long documentary on the local
minority opinions concerning the conditions within the city. The
tape-recorded interviews revealed that Tocal Negro citizens

believed that conditions similar to those existing in Los Angeles

4A]fred Cowles, "Situation Evaluation," Speech given to
Grand Rapids Chamber of Commerce, Aug. 7, 1963, Doc. File No. 73.

%A1 fred Cowles, Speech on WOOD-TV, Dec..13, 1964, Doc.
File No. 72.
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did exist in Grand Rapids but that the white Population was not

aware that these conditions were Présent.  The Negroes interviewed

Commenting on the documentary Program, Mr. Cowles admitted

the existence of widespread unemployment among the non-white byt

blamed this condition on the recent migration of unskilled and
untrained persons from the deep South. He claimed that unfair
employment Practices in the Tocal labor market was neg]igib]e

and denied. that the alleged police brutality could be substantiated
in a thorough and impartial investigation. He admitted the exist-
ence of a definite housing problem and surmised it would continye

for the foreseeable future. He believed the documentary served

—_—

6“The Aftermath--Commenté by Grand Rapids"' Negro Communi ty
on the Los Angeles Riots," Sept. 1965, Complete text of pProgram
contained in Doc. File No. 92,

7A]fred Cowles, "Comments on WOOD-TV Documentary," Sept. 20,
1965, Doc. Fite No. 74,
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approach of the Summer of 1967, The "Mustache Incident" hag
Produced otherp incidents,

He recommended
push for equality on every front

5 irrespective
of what interests are huyprt"

and expressed fear that without this
increased aggressiveness the work of the Human Relations Commission

would: "pe rendered completely ineffective, "9

Other commission

group of young Negroes.]O

Mr. Paul Phillips,

met on July 12, 1967, with members of the Executive Committee of
the Commission, the Mayor, City Manager, Chief of Police,

few ranking officers. Mr.‘Phiiiips informed the group that Grand

the "dangeroys Tist" established by the

areas of city administration.

Mayor Sonneveldt éxpressed hijs
—_—
8Grand Rapids Press, April 19, 1967, Doc.

9Eugene Sparrow, "
Kellogg Center, Michigan st
. 20.

File No. 20.

Address tg the Human Relations Conference,“
ate University, June 3, 1967, Doc. File
10

Ed. Com., "Off. Min.," June 6, 1967.




> Commenting on the

Newark, New Jersey, riots, said about Grand Rapids:

"There are
more militants now than I've eyer seen in my 1ife.n He added
that the young .Grand Rapids Negroes were "unsophisticated“ when

Compared to those e]sewhere.]2

at approximately 11:00 p.y.

> July 24, 1967--on1y twelve days

i 1d take place later in the day
-_
MExec. com., "ofs. Min.," July 12, 1967
]ZMr. Reginal

d Gatling, as quoted in the Grand Rapids
Press, July 21, 7967.
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Several civic leaders, white and Negro, attempted to assess the

danger; Negro ministers, teachers, and community leaders talked

to groups of youths and éncouraged them to avoid any action which

might lead to 3 breakdown of law and order. Mr. Sparrow reported

that extreme emotional tension was prevalent and that his blye

car, similar in color to police cars, had been the target of

rock attacks earlier in the day.

Disturbances began again in the afternoon and increased

in number and severity as darkness approached. A few stores

were set on fire and looted but many of the home-made fire bombs

failed to ignite since few of the youths knew how to construct

an effective "Molotoy Cocktail." The Mayor and City Commission,

meeting in emergency session, called on the Governor to declare

a "state of emergency" for the city. The adjacent communities

of East Gkand Rapids and Wyoming followed syit. Governor George

Romney's proclamation prohibited the sale of firearms or intoxi-
cating Tiquors, including wine and beer, and Timited the sale of

gas between the hours of Six in the evening and six in the morning

and to motor vehicles only. It imposed a city-wide curfew on all

Peérsons from 10:00 P.M. to 5:30 A.M.

On the first night of the disturbance 17 persons were

injured, 54 arrested, property loss estimated at $8,000, and 11

fires attributed to arson. On the night of July 26th, 44 people

were injured and 213 were arrested. The City Coach Lines, Inc.

Ceased all bus runs at 8:25 P.M. Most of the rioters were young

People between the ages of 14 and 24 who were imitating events
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taking place simu]taneous]y in Detroit according to the detailed

report of Mr. Sparrow and Mr. Gobucki. Police Chief Johnson also

1eadership among the rioters. Small groups of 5 or 6 young adults

ranged throughout the ghetto throwing rocks through windows,

starting fires in vacant homes or, when possible, breaking into

and looting the stores a1ong‘Wea1thy, Jefferson, and Division
Avenues.

The Sheldon Complex "Task Force" was active during the

entire period of disturbance. This group of young,

Negro athletes
mingled with the people in the Streets Preventing sm

all, splinter

groups fromabeing organized. into a single force. At the same

time they aided tremendous]yvin keeping the actual

damage to a
minimum.,

One Task Force member was wounded'whe

n the police mistook
him for one of the rioters,

A11 reports made after the riots

praisedvfhe Preventative work of the Task Force.

The Mayor, HRC Staff, and many Ne

leaders met with some of the self-appointed Teaders of the riot

on Wednesday afternoon (July 26th) at the House of Styles barber

shop Tocated in the center of the riot area. At this time the




munity rathep than the few, "white-se]ected"

leaders of the ghetto.
As a result of the quiet evening,

Mayor Sonneveldt lifted the

part of the social revolution

against poverty, housing, education,

and unemployment, Since the vast majority of the Participants in
» ranging 1in age from fourteen
to twenty—four, there was no evidence of any specific objective
—

13

Eugene Sparrow, "Report on the Di

sturbances,” Doc. File
No. 20; see also:

Grand Rapids Press, July 26-31, 1967.”




greatly in maintaining law and order, Less than foyr percent of
the Negro Population was involved. on the other hand, the

majority of the Negro population believed the disturbances served

Race, Unitarian Universa]ist'Association, Aug. 21, 1967; Michigan
Civil Rights Commission: Letter: "Mayors, City Commissions,

and Other Heads of Local Government," Sept. 26, 1967, Doc. File
No. 20. '




