




























































































































































NALC charged that Youngstown's anti-poverty program was also biased. NALC

in 1965 attacked the administrators of the anti-poverty program for not having

enough interest or understanding of the poverty problem in Youngstown during

the mid-1960s. Ruth Turner, the national secretary of CORE, or the Congress on

Racial Equality and executive secretary of Cleveland's' CORE, urged the local

chapter ofNALC to organize unemployed workers to boycott any employers who

practiced discrimination.35

NALC is another example of a group in the African-American

community that fought against all forms of discrimination in Youngstown. They

were also able to make some gains for African-American workers in the steel

mills. African-Americans during the 1960s were slowly becoming foremen,

craftsmen, and supervisors. Generally, white workers refused to call blacks

foremen. They called them "pushers". Major changes in the promotion of

African-American workers did not occur until 1974 with the Consent Decree

which carne about because of a lawsuit in Fairfield, Alabama, where black and

female workers sued the union and the steel companies for failure to file

grievances. The Consent Decree gave women and minorities back pay and

created a seniority and promotions system.36

Ironically, when African-Americans were finally promoted to craftsmen

and placed in supervisory positions, the steel mills began closing in the late 1970s

and 1980s. Youngstown Sheet and Tube closed its doors in 1979. United States

Steel also closed in 1979 and in the 1980s Republic Steel went through

35 " Charge Bias in Training by AFL-CIO," Vindicator, 22 May 1965, 1.
36 Arlette Gatewood, Interview by Donna Deblasio, 24 April1991, OHS-YHCIL.
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bankruptcy. By the end of the 1970s, over ten thousand people lost their jobs in

the steel mills of the Mahoning Valley.3? Some believe the reason steel executives

gave into black promotions during the 1970s was because they would not be

around for very long. Rick Bowers, the son of Governor and Katherine Bowers,

stated, "The reason they gave in to them in the end is they knew the mill was

closing. Like everything, you are the last to get the job; you are going to get fired

in the end. My dad, he did not make steel wages until the mill was just about

ready to close. Then, they gave it to him.,,38 There is no hard evidence which

supports Rick Bowers claims but his feelings reveals the lack of trust blacks had

for steel mill executives.

Blacks have been a part of the Youngstown Police Department since 1909

with the hiring of Charles Williams. 39 Following the hiring of Jessie Carter as

the city's first black fireman, there were other breakthroughs in African-American

hirings during the 1960s. Before 1960, there were no African-American bank

tellers or department store clerks. By the mid 1960s, blacks began to be hired as

store clerks, and in 1965 the first bank teller was hired at the Peoples Bank.40 In

1959, the street department also hired its first two African-American foremen.

Integration was a slow process in the area of employment in Youngstown, but

during the 1960s African-Americans began to appear in a variety ofjobs.

Although there were many reasons why blacks carne to Youngstown from

the South during the 1940s and 1950s, the promise of better jobs was one of the

37 Bruno, 10.
38 Bowers, Interview.
39 Herbert Armstrong, Afro-American Bicentennial Observation: A Rediscovery ofthe Past,

(Youngstown: Afro-American Bicentennial Committee, 1976), 26.
40 George D. Beelen, Celebrate 96, n.p., n.d.
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most important. The industry that the vast majority of migrants went to work in

was the steel industry. To be sure, when African-Americans entered this industry,

they were hired as laborers like all other workers. Blacks and other workers

differed in that they were able to advance to clean good paying jobs while blacks

remained in the dirtiest lowest paying jobs in the steel mill.

Unions, which were supposed to be an avenue for African-American

workers to go if they felt discriminated against on the job, were a disappointment.

Blacks, for the most part did not believe the unions supported them. In many

cases the union did not file black workers grievances against the steel mills. As a

result, African-American workers formed their own union, the Negro American

Labor Council. The forming of this union reveals that there was strong leadership

in the black community and they were not satisfied with the status quo.

The factor that kept blacks from advancing in the steel mill industry and

other areas of employment was white hostility. Blacks were locked out of skilled

and supervisory positions in the steel mills until the 1970s, when the mills were

about to close. Despite the obstacles that blocked the African-American workers'

advancement, they were able to survive and create a decent life for themselves

and their families. Although they did not make as much money as much as other

employees, many were able to buy homes and send their children to college.
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Conclusion

African-Americans who migrated to the urban North between 1940-1965

were faced with the same challenges everywhere they settled. In cities such as

Chicago, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Youngstown, blacks were discriminated

against in the areas of housing, employment, and public facilities. They were able

to overcome these obstacles by organizing and building institutions which enabled

them to survive their sometimes hostile environment. The African-American

church is one example of an institution that provided them with leadership and

help when they were in need. Other organizations such as the NAACP and the

National Urban League also aided blacks in their effort to adjust to the North.

The culmination of the establishment of these organizations and others was the

establishment of a strong and stable African-American community in

Youngstown and other cities across the urban North.

Among the biggest problems that faced the African-American migrants

when they arrived in Youngstown was white hostility. This hostility could be

seen in almost every facet of everyday life in the city. Blacks were not allowed to

use the city's public facilities freely like the public swimming pools. The

swimming pool controversy lasted for more than two decades until the idea of

blacks swimming in the pools was finally accepted, this following many years of

near riots whenever a black attempted to violate the unwritten rule. During this

period, to pacify white racists in the city, the city built John Chase pool for

African-Americans in order to keep the races separated. By building the Pool,

city leaders were following the same principles of southern segregationists of
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separate but equal. They believed as long as facilities for blacks and whites were

equal in quality, it justified segregation.

Blacks were also restricted in the areas of housing during this period.

Banks and other lending institutions refused to loan them money to buy a home if

the house was located in a white neighborhood. The city ofYoungstown is still

the tenth most segregated city in the United States. During the 1940s and 1950s

blacks could not live anywhere they wanted in the city even if they had the

money. When the migrants moved to the city, they tended to settle in

neighborhoods already inhabited by other African-Americans. They did not move

to these neighborhoods because they did not want to live among whites or any

other group. It was because of segregation, discrimination, and lack of money that

they settled in black neighborhoods and in many cases were forced to stay. It was

common for different ethnic groups who moved to the city to settle in

neighborhoods populated by people of their own ethnicity. For example, there

was a large number of Italians who lived in the Brier Hill area of the city on the

north side of town but eventually as they move up the economic ladder, they were

able to move to other neighborhoods.

There were also other reasons why the migrants moved to neighborhoods

like the Monkey's Nest, the Sharon Line, and Smokey Hollow. When the

migrants came to Youngstown, they usually lived with relatives or friends until

they got on their feet. It was common for migrants after they moved out of their

relatives' homes to move into a house in the same neighborhood. Within these

neighborhoods were churches that served as the anchor for the families who lived
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there. They provided the people in the neighborhood food and support in times of

need. The church also served as the religious and moral foundation for its

members.

Despite blacks being locked out of white neighborhoods in Youngstown

they, along with some liberal minded whites, established organizations to help

meet the needs of the migrants and the entire African-American community.

Organizations like the McGuffey Center and the Junior Civic League helped meet

these needs. There were also other organizations such as those that aided the

young and old economically, politically, and spiritually. The Future Outlook

League fought against racism and discrimination. Organizations such as these,

along with the black church, were sure signs that there was a strong viable

African-American community in Youngstown.

To be sure, blacks were also discriminated against in the area of

employment in the city. The city did not have a black bank teller or store clerk

until the 1960s. In addition, the city did not have its first black fireman until

1960. As far as city jobs are concerned, blacks generally received the dirtiest and

lowest paying. During the 1950s there was disproportionate number of blacks in

the sanitation department. During the same decade there were no African­

Americans employed in the law and finance departments.

In the steel mills of Youngstown, the Mahoning Valley's largest employer,

blacks suffered the same hostility. Blacks were employed in the lowest paid

positions in the steel mills. While there, white counterparts were able to move up

within the companies to skilled positions that paid the most money. Blacks were
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also kept out of supervisory and managerial positions. When the unions failed to

aid blacks with their grievances against local steel mills, blacks formed their own

union, the Negro American Labor Council. NALC was created to promote the

African-American worker.

Despite the hostility, racism, and segregation, the migrants, for the most

part believed they did the right thing in coming to Youngstown. It is easy to look

back and question the migrants' decision to come to the city seeing the many

injustices they experienced. Leroy Adams recognizes that life was better here,

despite the many problems facing blacks, "See, when I come here, when I got

hired in the mill, then I picked up benefits. Insurance and retirement and stuff

like that. And, all I was doing down there was just a weekly job. No benefits or

anything." 1

The migrants were able to raise their standard of living when they came to

Youngstown. They were able to blend in with the old stock African-American

community in which they were able to establish clubs, businesses, and

organizations, creating a stable African-American community. The vast majority

of migrants who came to Youngstown during the 1940s and 1950s and worked in

the steel mills were able to retire from the mills and receive retirement benefits.

When asked if he believed he made the right decision in coming to Youngstown

Lonnie Simon replied, "Yeah, I don't believe anything happens by accident." 2

Finally, the migrants have contributed mightily not only to the African-

American community but to Youngstown as a whole. Eugenia Atkinson who

1Leroy and Ethel Adams, interview by Michael Beverly, transcript, Oral History Program,
Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH. Herein Cited as YSU Oral History Program.

2 Lonnie Simon, interview by author, transcript, 15 February 1999, YSU Oral History Program.
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came to Youngstown during the 1950s, is now a trustee at Youngstown State

University and is also the head of the Youngstown Metropolitan Housing

Authority. Joseph Conley who came to Youngstown during the 1940s at the age

of thirteen with his parents went on to become a teacher, administrator, and the

superintendent of Youngstown city schools. Lonnie Simon and Ernest Rheins

went on to pastor two of the largest Baptist churches in the city. There have been

many other migrants who have contributed a great deal to the black community

and to the city as a whole.
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