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LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL 

ILLINOIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE TO THE 
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June 1975 

OF THE COMMISSION 
~:6¢>S. Flemming, Chairperson 
1't'tbur :aorn, Vice Chairperson 
~eeF11~n Freeman'lK 
;, _1rJ.e l.,.. . 

C'!a1- S Rankin• rt • 
iwoe 1 Ruiz , Jr. 
f'l811ue saltzman 
!'l!l!raY 

A Buggs, Staff Director 
JobJl • 

and Madain: 
sirs 

Illinois Advisory Committee submits this report of its followup 
The of cairo, Ill. as part of its responsibility to advise the 
stud~ssion about civil'rights problems within this State. 
cC)ltUll1 

• basic issue which this report addresses is the responsiveness of 
The 1 state, and Federal agencies as well as private individuals and 
10c:p~ to the findings and recommendations made by the U.S. Commission 
grocivil Rights following its 3-day hearing in Cairo during March 1972. 
on 

he Advisory Committee has been involved in Cairo since 1966 when it 
Th ld 2 days of open meetings in that city regarding employment, housing, 
:ifare, education, and health. During the past 9 years both the Com

~ission and the Illinois Advisory Committee have continued to monitor 
~he racial and economic strife of Cairo. During 1974 the Advisory • 
committee held two informal hearings where Federal and State officials 
testified concerning ·their ~ctions in Cairo. Staff members made·onsite 
visits to the city to interview local officials and residents. 

The specific issues examined in this report include employment, educa
tion, housing, health, and law enforcement. The purpose of the report 
is to give the Commission and the public an up-to-date analysis of the 
present situation in Cairo and to document the responsiveness of local, 
state, and Federal agencies to the needs of the city. This review is 
also intended to assist other local communities that find themselves 
in situations similar to Cairo. The Advisory Committee believes that 
both the positive and negative responses to the racial and economic 
dilennna of Cairo can be a learning tool for others. 

Respectfully, 

/s/ 

RUBEN I. CRUZ 
Chairperson 
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THE UNITED STATES COMMISSION ON CIVIL RIGHTS 

The United States Commission on Civil Rights, created by 
the Civil Rights Act of 1957, is an independent, bipartisan 
agency of the executive branch of th~ Federal Government. 
BY the terms of the Act, as amended, the Commission is 
charged with the following duties pertaining to denials of 
the equal protection of the laws based on race, color, sex, 
religion, or national origin: investigation of individual 
discriminatory denials of the right to vote; study of legal 
developments with respect to denials of the equal.protection 
of the law; appraisal of the laws and policies of the United 
states with respect to denials of equal protection of the 
1aw; maintenance of a national clearinghouse for information 
respecting denials of equal protection of the law; and 
investigation of patterns or practices of fraud or discrim
ination in the conduct of Federal elections. The Commission 
is also required to submit reports to the President and the 
congress at such times as the Commission, the Congress, or 
the President shall deem desirable. 

THE STATE ADVISORY COMMITTEES 

An Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on 
Civil Rights has been established in each of the 50 States 
and the Dtstrict of Columbia pursuant to section 105(c) of 
the Civil Rights Act of 19~7 as amended. The Advisory 
committees are made up of responsible persons who serve 
without compensation. Their functions under their mandate 
from the Commission are to: advise the Commission of all 
relevant information conqerning their respective States on 
matters within the jurisdiction of the·commission; advise 
the Commission on matters of mutual concern in the prepara
tion of reports of the Commission to the President and the 
Congress; receive reports, suggestions, and recommendations 
from individuals, public and private organizations, and 
public officials upon matters pertinent to inquiries con
ducted by the State Advisory Committee; initiate and forward 
advice and recommendations to the Commission upon matters in 
which the Commission shall request the assistance of the 
State Advisory Committee; and attend, as observers, any open 
hearing or conference which the Commission may hold within 
the State. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Cairo, Illinois, is a microcosm of the urban and 
rural woes which plague America. If Cairo's problems are 
not manageable, there is little reason to believe that the 
same problems can be solved on a larger scale in other 
cities or locations. 

This is a report of how local, State, and Federal 
officials, as well as private individuals and groups, have 
attempted to deal with Cairo's racial and economic dilemma 
since the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights first became 
involved in this southern Illinois community nearly a 
decade ago. 

Few people paid .much attention to this once booming 
Missi$sippi River town prior to 1966~ the year the Illi
nois Advisory Committee to the U.. S. Commission on Civil 
Rights first came to Cairo·. Few, if any, State or Federal 
agencies were aware of the destructive elements· which had 
been at work in the city for years. 

Sitting at the confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi
Rivers, Cairo had once been a bustling city of 18,000 
people, supporting riverboat corrnnerce ,. a lumbering industry, 
cotton, rail traffic,and grain farming. The fertile land 
surrounding the rivers was called "Little Egypt" because 
of its similarity to the Nile River Valley, and Cairo, 
11 the queen of Little Egypt," was the center of activity. 

The mechanization and technological advances of the 
early 1900s left Cairo behind, however. Steel-hulled 
barges made Cairo's wood barge shipbuilding and servicing 
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facilities obsolete. Diesel-powered locomotives put the 
city's steam locomotive roundhouse out of business. 
Unsophisticated planning allowed the lumbering industry 
to completely wipe out the area's supply of saleable 
lumber, and the mechanical cotton picker was found to 
be too large for use in the relatively small plots of 
cotton in the Cairo area.l 

Unemployment, poverty, and blighted housing 
followed in the wake of Cairo's declining economy. By
1970 the population had dwindled to 6,000~ Competition
for the few remaining jobs increased and evidence of a 
class system and pecking order placing whites ahead of 
blacks clearly emerged. 

Blacks had historically comprised a large segment
of the population. Geographically located farther south 
than Richmond, Va., Cairo had served as an important link 
in the underground railway for escaped slaves in pre-Civil
War days. Although in a free State, the city maintained 
much of the climate and character of the South, and many
blacks chose to remain rather than travel farther North 
into unfamiliar surroundings. 

In his 1910 11 History of Cairo," John M. Lansdon 
described Cairo as 11 a southern city, not only geographi
cally but racially. In the latter respect it is no more 
likely to change than in the fonner. 11 The racial atmos-
phere was later described by a special house committee 
of the Illinois General Assembly which found that the 
·city 1s whites 11 generally manifest a southern paternalfstic
attitude towards blacks. 11 The cornnittee cited a history
of 11 paternalistic racial attitudes 11 and 11 unequal oppor
tunity 11 for blacks in Cairo.2 

Blacks did not settle for being second class citizens, 
however, and insisted upon being treated equally. In the 
1940s, for example, the Cairo educational system paid its 
black teachers on a lower pay scale than its white teachers. 

1. Warren Logelin, "The Loneliest Exchange," 
Illinois Bell Magazine, November 1973, pp. 2, 5. 

2. State of Illinois, Special House Committee on Cairo. 
Preliminary Report of the Special House Committee to 
Investiga=e the Allegations Concerning the County of 
Alexander and the City of Cairo Appointed Pursuant to 
House Resolution No. 118, 76th General Assembly, (Mag 1969), 
p. 5 (hereafter cited as Preliminary Report). 
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National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
The le took legal action and won equal pay for blacks.
peoP 

In the 1950s blacks attempted -to get the city to 
gregate its publi.c schools and movie theaters. These 

de~empts were met, however, with bombings and threats of 
a~ e,ence to black leaders. 
v10 

In 1964 the city opened a swimming pool on.an 
. tegrated basis due to efforts of the black comnunity. 
~rythin 2 weeks pressure was brought by white citizens 
a~d the pool was closed. It remains closed to this 
daY- 3 

During 2 days of hearings in 1966, the Illinois 
Advisory Committee heard further reports of the economic 
and racial problems of Cairo. Witnesses testified that 
the Cairo Police Department discriminated against blacks 
and had on one occasion physically beaten a black deputy 
sheriff who had earlier arrested a white man. Others 
testified that public housing in Cairo was operated on 
a completely segregated basis, that the city and sur
rounding Alexander County refused to hire blacks, except
for menial and janitorial positions, and that schools 
were completely segregated, one with all white students 
and faculty and one with all black s·tudents and faculty. 

At the completion of the hearing, the Advisory
Committee warned that there was evidence indicating local, 
State, and Federal agencies had joined a vicious circle 
of racial discrimination and· economic depression and·that 
various agencies were deeply involved in violating the 
civil rights of individual black residents of Cairo. Worse, 
the Advisory Committee concluded, government programs set 
up to end discrimination, 11 have failed in the past, are 
failing at present, and most important, are threatening 
to fail in the future. 114 

3. "Cairo, Illinois: Law With Justice?" (Chicago: 
Alliance to End Repression, undated), p. 4. 

4. U.S., Commission on Civil Rights, Illinois 
Advisory Committee, A Report on Federal Civil 
Rights Programs in Southern Illinois (January 
1967), p. 2. 
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The following year, 1967, Cairo erupted into.a 
racial war which, during the next 5 years, was to make 
the city the subject of national attention. Blacks and 
whites fired rounds of ammunition at each other in nightly
shootouts in the streets prompting a New York Times re
porter to speculate that Cairo might be a nightmare
vision of the future of America.5 One network newscaster 
commented, "Guns and firebombs are the only bargaining
[agents] in evidence. And you simply cannot find a note 
of optimism anywhere in this town. 11 6 

As the street battles raged, local, State, and 
Federal agencies fashioned remedies for what had become 
the unlikely but deserving national symbol of raci.al 
polarity. 

The mayor of Cairo described his remedy during a 
J970 network newscast, "If we have to kill them [blacks]
we'll have to kill them. It seems to me that this is the 
only way that we are going to solve our problems. 1'7 

The Governor of Illinois responded to Cairo 1 s problems
by sending State troopers into the city to restore law and 
order. Instead, the State police arrested blacks for parti
cipating in peaceful protests and conducted sweeping raids 
into the homes of blacks in search of weapons. Both 
activities were later ruled by the courts to be unconsti
~utional abuse of the rights of blacks.8 

. The Federal Government responded to the Cairo situa
tion with the formation of a "task force" made up of 
regional agency heads with·jurisdiction, authority, or 
programs applicable-to Cairo. Within 2 years the task 
force recommended that it 11 be relieved of ·its responsibi
lities" to Cairo "since it had met with frustration ... and 
was unable to get the kind of positive response that it 
felt was necessary.... 11 9 

5. Logelin, "Loneliest," p. 5. 

6. ABC, "ABC Evening News," Nov. 14, 1970. 

7. Ibid. 

8. William R. Brinton, "The Story of Confrontation," 
FOCUS/Midwest, vol. 8, no._ 54 (1971), p. 13. 

9. Harvey Lorberbaum, chairperson, Cairo Task Force, 
memorandum to William B. Lewis, June 17, 1971, Commission 
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Local blacks responded by uniting i-n an economic 
boycott of white merchants doing business in the city.
"As we look a'Ctt we have never been part of the economy 

11f ca i ro ., said Preston Ewing, president of the Cairo 
~hapter of the NAACP and a boycott organizer. "We don't 
hold jobs there, we just spend money there. We have de
cided not to spend our money there. We have found no law 
that requires black people to buy downtown. 11 10 

The boycott, organized by the United Front of Cairo, 
began in April 1969 and_so~n took its to~l on Cairo'! white 
businesses. Total receipts of local business establish
ments fell off by more then 12 percent during the first 
year of the boycott as compared to the previous year.
ouring the same time period, business receipts for the 
state of Illinois were increasing by 4.5 percent. In 
addition, the number of local establishments doing busi
ness in Cairo dropped by more than 27 percent while, by
comparison, the number dropped only 16 percent for the 
state as a whole. The economic boycott was continued 
through 1973. 11 

Local white residents responded by forming the 
Committee of Ten Million, which soon became known as 
the "white hats" because of the white construction hel
mets and other para-military trappings worn by its 
members. Nearly every able-bodied white male adult in 
Cairo became a member of the organization which the 
Special House Committee of the Illinois Legislature
said "appears to be a vigilante group. 11 12 The ot-gani
zation's leaders claimed that through a telephone -chain 
it could have 320· armed white men in the streets of 
Cairo within 15 minutes.13 

10. "On the Battlefield: Cairo, Illinois," (Bloomingtqn: 
The Concerned Community Coalition of Bloomington-Normal and 
Community for Social Action, undated), p. 5 (hereafter cited 
as Battlefield). 

11. Glevin Stevenson, "The Economic Basis of the Cairo 
Conflict," FOCUS/Midwest, vol. 8, no. 54 (1971), p. 20. 

12. Preliminary Report, p. 9. 

13. Everett J. Santos, Office of General Counsel, U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights, memorandum to Illinois Advisory 
Committee, June 17, 1969. 

https://minutes.13
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The local State I s a tto·rney, chief of police, and 
sheriff participated in the group's activities and an
nounced publicly that all 600 white hats could be depu
tized in an emergency situation. Such actions were 
declared 11 illegal and intolerable 11 by the Special House 
Committee and under threat of an injunction by the 
attorney general of Illinois, the group was disbanded. 
Shortly thereafter,. however, the group was superseded by 
the formation of the United Citizens for Community Action 
which claimed no authority to be deputized as law en- ' 
forcement officials but continued the organizational
efforts of "States rights and racial integrity. 11 14 

In the spring of 1972, the U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights held a 3-day hearing in Cairo 11 after the outward 
manifestations of racial hostility had abated" in order to 
look at the underlying causes of racial strife, to deter
mine how to prevent the recurrence of violence which had 
filled the past 5 years, and to measure the effectiveness 
of those individuals and agencies attempting to deal with 
the ·issues. 

After its. hearing the Commission issued a report 
entitled 11 Cairo, Illinois: A Symbol of Racial Polariza
tion" which listed 19 specific recommendations to local, 
State, and Federal officials to eliminate the racial dis
crimination and economic depression which the Commission 
found .. 15 

In 1974 the Illinois Advisory Committee to the U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights sent staff memoers to Cairo to 
again measure the racial.and economic-conditions of the 
city as a followup to the Commission's recommendations. 
The Advisory Committee also held 2 days of informal hear
ings to document the actions taken by those local, State, 
and Federal agencies to whom the U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights had made special recommendations. 

14. U.S., Commission on Civil Rights, Cairo, Illinois: 
Racism at Floodtide (October 1973), pp. 16-17 (hereafter 
cited as Floodtide). 

15. U.S., Commission on Civil Rights, Cairo, Illinois: 
A Symbol of Racial Polarization (February 1973), pp. 3, 12-
28 (hereafter cited as Symbol). 
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The Advisory Committee's findings are summarized 
·n the following five chapters: employment, housing,
!ducation, health care, and law enforcement. 



E M P L O Y M E N T 

The governments of Cairo and Alexander County
have not taken appropriate steps, as recommended by
the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, to provide equal 
employment opportunity in public employment in order 
to undo the effects of past discrimination. 

The Alexander County Board of Commissioners and 
the mayor of Cairo have continued to overlook blacks 
for appointments to the various governing boards and 
commissions of the city and county. In 1972 the U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights was told by John Bleveans, 
chief counsel for the Lawyers Committee for Civil 
Rights Under Law, that less than 5 percent (5 out of 
126) of the appointed positions on active boards or 
commissions were filled with blacks. Yet, blacks com
prised more than 28 percent of the Alexander County
population and more than 37 percent of the Cairo 
population.16 

This situation has not been appreciably changed
in the city of Cairo according to Mayor James Walder. 
No steps have been taken to alter the racial composi
tion of any boards or commissions since the 1972 
findings.17 

16. John Bleveans, Public Boards and Commissions: 
City of Cairo and Alexander County, Illinois 
(La.wyers Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, 
Mar. 24, 1972). Exhibit pre~ented during testimony 
before the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. 

17. James Walder, Mayor of Cairo, interview in 
Cairo, Oct. 9, 1974. (Hereafter cited as Walder 
interview). 

https://findings.17
https://population.16
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The Alexander County Board of Commissioners 
has relented, however, to demands of some Cairo 
residents that blacks be made a part of the Alex
ander County Housing Board which governs the 
operations of public housing in Cairo. As a 
result of a law suit brought by the residents and 
later joined by the U.S. Department of Justice, 
the county board has agreed to comply with a court 
decree entered October 1974, guaranteeing that at 
1east two of the five members of the Housing Board 
would be black.18 The decree is presently in 
effect and two blacks now sit on the board.19 

The county board and the city of Cairo have 
also failed to adequately recruit and hire blacks 
in numbers representative of their proportion of 
the population. The .city's payroll includes 13 
firepersons according to Mayor Walder. None are 
black. The police department has 17 employees; 2 
are black.20 

A private research group from Southern Illinois 
University reported in 1973 that only 12 of the 
130 city employees were black and that 10 of the 
12 were street or garbage workers. Another study
of city expenditures, reported in the St. Louis 
Monitor, found that 96 percent of the city's
p~yrol~ and annual expenses went to whites and 
only 4 percent went. to blacks.21 

In 1973 the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunities
Commission conducted a special investigation of Cairo 
employment in response to a recommendation of the U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights. As a result, charges of 

18. U.S. v. Alexander County Housing Authority, Civ. No. ~ 
CV73-76D (E.D. Illinois, Oct. 17, 1974). t-

i19. Michael P. Seng, attorney for residents and chief 
counsel, Land of Lincoln Legal Assistance Foundation, 
letter to Commission staff, Feb. 27, 1975 (herafter 
cited as Seng letter).. i 

l 20. Walder interview.I 21. Floodtide, p. 88. 

' 

https://blacks.21
https://black.20
https://board.19
https://black.18
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employment discrimination have been filed by EEOC 
against the city of Cairo, the Cairo Police Depart
ment, the Cairo Fire Department, the Alexander 
County Board of Commissioners, and the Alexander 
County Housing Authority. 

The EEOC charges have had little impact, how
ever, because the agency has failed to process the 
charges in a timely manner. According to Elmer 
McLain, Region V Director of EEOC, all of the 
charges had been filed before July l, 1973, and ad
ministrative processing was to be completed "this 
fiscal year which will end on June 30, 1974, or 
certainly...well before the end of the calendar 
year. 11 (Feb. 1974, p. 12)22 

As of February 1975, however, the administra
tive process had not been completed and, in fact, 
was still in its initial phases. According to EEOC 
regional investigator Ruby Smith, the charges had 
been assigned to an investigator. However, onsite 
visits had not been arranged and a definite time 
schedule for the administrative process had not 
been completed.23 

The Illinois Fair Employment Practices Com
mission has also confirmed that "there is definitely
employment discrimination because of race in Cairo 
and Alexander County. 11 The FEPC has been ineffective 
in combating the discrimi·natory practices, however, 
and the Illinois Legislature has failed to follow· 
the recommendation of the U.S. Corranission on Civil 

22. Date and page number in parentheses cited 
here and hereafter in the text refer to statements 
in transcripts of the Commission's 1972 hearing 
and the Illinois Advisory Committee's informal 
hearings of June 1966, February 1974, and 
December 1974. Transcripts on file with U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights, Washington, D.C. 
and with the Commission's Midwest Regional Office, 
Chicago, Ill. References indicating "special p." 
or "following p." are used for the February 1974 
transcript to note material not in the correct 
numerical sequence. 

23. Ruby Smith, staff investigator, Region v, 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, telephone 
interview, Feb. 26, 1975. 

https://completed.23
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. ht~ that FEPC be empowered to initiate investig
R1~ons on its own and issue orders aimed at patterns
atipractices of discrimination. Currently, the FEPC 
~r restricted to responding to specific-complaints.
1 S . 

FEPC Director Melvin Jordan told the ·Illinois 
Advisory Committee that his agency had accomplished
"nothing11 to improve minority employment in the 
Cairo area. 11 I think that's a direct reflection 
on the level of staffing, the level of funding, an~ 
the structure of the statute itself, which wa~ never 
desjgned to work, 11 Jordan concluded. 11 We hope that 
with the changing complexion in the General Assembly
this time around we might get it [initiatory powers].
The agency has sought these changes in the statute· 
but it has never been accommodated. 11 (Dec. 1974, 
pp. 1_77, 178) • 

. 
Not-only have city and county offic1als been 

charged with discriminatory employment practices
but the Federal Government as well has been cited 
for discrimination in construction projects which 
it funds. 

. 
During its 1966 informal hearing the Illinois 

Advisory tommittee rece4ved evidence of discrimina
tion in federally funded highway projects. A spokes
person for the Federal Highway Administration (then
known as ·the U.S. Bureau of Public Roads) told the 
Advisory Committee that although racial discrimina
tion had taken place in the past, in the future 11 no
person ... shall be ... subjected to discrimination 
under any highway programs receiving _Federal finan
cial assistance .... 11 (1966, p. 317) 

During the 1972 hearing, the U.S .. Commission on 
Civil Righ~s received evidence that highway adminis
tration projects continued to discriminate against
blacks. (1972, pp. 531-533) A compliance review 
conducted shortly after the hearing by. the highway
administration found that 12 out of 13 construction 
projects had minority employment 11 significantly below 
that which should norma·lly be expected. 11 Five of 
the 13 projects were found to be in absolute non
compliance with affirmative action plans.24 

24. A. L. Frank, Deputy Regional Administrator, 
U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway 
Administration, letter to Governor Norman A. Erbe, 
Nov. 10, 1972. 

i 

https://plans.24
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In testimony during the 1974 informal hearing 
of the Illinois Advisory Committee, Ted Sennett, 
Region V civil rights officer for the Federal Highway
Administration, promised that appropriate action to 
quell discrimination was being insisted upon by the 
Administration but that blacks would have to wait 
for non-discrimination to become a reality because 
11 changes in traditional practices are slow. 11 (Feb.
1974~ p. 6 following p. 115) 

In 1966 and in 1972 evidence indicated that 
blacks were much harder hit by unemployment in~Cairo 
and Alexander County than were whites. The trend has 
not only continued but has become more acute. 

In 1972 the Commission found that the overall 
unemployment rate for Alexander County was 9 percent; 
whites were unemployed at a rate of 6.5 p~rcent while 
black unemployment stood at 16,.2 percent. 5 At the 
end of 1974, the ·Illinois Advisory Committee found 
that the overall unemployment rate in Alexander County 
was 14.7 percent with whites unemployed at a rate of 
11.4 percent while blacks were unemployed at a rate 
of 28.4 percent.26 

The city and county governments have had 
little success in changing either the overall em
ployment trends or the racial employment trends of 
the a~ea. Although the city has provided services 
to -industry locating. in Cairo, according to the 
mayor, the City Council has no plan at pres~nt.and 
no-foreseeable plans in the future. for actively
seeking an additional economic base for the. 
community.27 

25. U.S., Commission on ·civil Rights, Hearing 
Held in Cairo, Ill., Mar. 23-25, 1972, •vemographic, 
Economic, Social, and Political Characteristics of 
Cairo and Alexander County, Illinois," (1972), p .. 347 
(hereafter cited as Demographic). 

26. Robert Burns, systems analyst, Bureau of 
Employment Security, Illinois State Employment 
Services, telephone interview, Feb. 26, 1975. 

27. Walder interview. 

https://community.27
https://percent.26
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sJ . ·• •. · . Som~ enc·our·agement -comes, however,- :from the 
•.pulaski~A~e~~n~er_ ~ev.~i~pm(;!nt ·_co.t'p_orati_o_ri {PA9Co) 
··whi_ch _-ha~ re.~e1:ved-Stat~-~!1d .Feder:-a~. support. 1n . 

formulat,nQ. a." 1'tot.a]: ~onc~p_t._eco~o.rn~c.·and ~ndustr1al 
• ·development p_l~n•~ -_f~r .th~ ·two-~quntr.a~ea~ ..Th~ goal
·of :the· or~ani.z.a~ion. is:to.. attr-act new· 1.n~ustry, • 

. ·develop· home gr~wn 1ndustr~ ,-_·. assi.st in ·the· 
. developmerit·of com~erc.i~T and--minori"ty· ent~rpri·se, 
• a·nd assi$t.·in_ -t~e _"expans_io~- -and_ grow~h· ~~--~ll small . 

• -business cq!lc.erns. •.. PADCO. .,~ _governed ·by .a. com
letely bir.a~1 al ·~o.ar.q .o~ • d.ir~ctors ;. !:me·7half _whi:te . 
a.nd one-ha_1f ·.q-lack.- .. .Its =curr~nt execut-1.ve pi.rector, 
Richard Grigsby., ·is ~}a.ck.. • .. :·· . .. :. ·. •. . 

PADC.O' s~ a chi evement-s. tnci ude· \~ .1 bng-range· 
funding e·ffqr_t de~i-gned .to· kee'p ·.the on"JY hospital 
in Cairo frbm'tlosirig:its dbors; :as~i~t~ric~ to ~hree 
maJor. tndu~trJ es -1 oca;ting in the. area,· ..techrii c~ l 
assistance to more than 20 .cdm'jJanies·· and·-individuals 
obtaining loa:ns for the· ope:ratio·n of··srria·ll. -bus.inesses, 
and the .compl~tion·_.of .the ·total concept economic ·and 
i ndustri a1- .de_vel opment ·pl arr. ·.• .. .' • ·: : • •. . 

PADCO )as not .been -without.-.its· critics., "however, 
and accor~.i ng to °I;conomi c Development. Di.rector· . 
Wi 11 i am G~m11Jac_k_ ,. ;the: organ.tzati_o·n '."s :econ•oin1 ~ ·develop
ment prog_r~m~. have _not· received··.the· s.u_pport. of local 
officials ·whi-ch m~ght be expe_cted.-2=8 

The Cairn Ci-ty.Counci"l ·officially declined to 
support PADGO _1-n l ~70: voting ·to· deiiy··a ·$10~000 .. 
grant to the. organi z1:1ti-on on· the· grou:nds that the 
city could not afford to he-1 R a· -grtiup • se.eklng to 
attract new :i naListry ..29 Si nee -that- time the ctty 
has assisted:PAPtO in the form of .11 free· 1egal work 11 

• 

from time to·ti~e-b~t. h~s continued·to decljne
financial atd~30 • · . • · • • • • • 

28. Will.iam··Ca.mma·ck, economic 'de.veio~ent dir~ctdr, 
Pulaski-Al~xander •D~vel:o,p[!l.eilt .Corpora:tion.,. 1.fit~rview 
in Cairo, oc:.t":· 10·, 1974 (hereafter- cited as dammack 
interview)-. • • • • • .. 

29. Floodtide,; P:. 72. 

30. Johri Ho:J:_land, .Legal. co"Uf.1:S.~l., •9i"ty of ·ca.iro, 
interview· i~ .Cairo,. Oct .• 9., 1974. (hereaft:er· ci'ted • 
as Holland •:f..n.ter.v~-ewi:. . '. • . . . • . . •

I 

https://execut-1.ve


14 

PADCO has been able to survive, in spite of 
the absence of total support from the white city
officials of Cairo, by uniting whites and blacks 
under one roof in an attempt to solve their owe 
problems. nslacks and whites had not worked 
cooperatively together since 1937, 11 commented 
life-long Cairo resident, Preston Ewing. "That 
was when they worked to sandbag the levee so the 
city wouldn't flood. 11 31 

Blacks and whites on the PADCO Board of 
Directors have revived the cooperative attitude 
of 1937 in another attempt to save their city. 

31. Battlefield, p. 41. 



H O U S I N G 

Local, State and Federal officials have been 
ineffective in dealing with Cairo's most visible 
problem: housing. Governmental agencies have ac
complish.ed little through their programs to arrest 
the deteriorating housing in the city and provide 
decent housing for the large number of low and 
moderate income residents. 

Public housing has been operated in a seg
regated manner by a white-dominated local housing
authority. Appropriate government agencies have 
been ineffective for nearly 10 years in their 
attempts to require compliance by the housing 
authority with the law of the land. 

In 1966 a 
-
spokesperson for the U.S. Department

of Housing and Urban Development (then the U.S. 
Public Housing Authority) assured the Illinois 
Advisory Committee that 11 we are taking steps to 
remedy the situation, but it will take a little time 
for our remedy to be effective. 11 (1966, p. 225) 

By early 1974, however, the agency's remedy 
was still not visible. Public housing remained 
segregated, the housing authority remained domi
nated by whites, and employment by the housing
authority continued to favor whites. 

15 

https://complish.ed
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Nevertheless, segregated public housing in 
Cairo is on its way out due to the efforts of 
black residents·who, with the aid of the Lawyers
Corrnnittee for Civil Rights Under Law, filed a 
class action law suit in 1969 against the Alex-
ander County Housing Authority. The U.S. Department
of Justice later filed its own suit on the same 
matter and consolidated its efforts with those of 
the loca1 residents. In October of 1974, the 
housing authority_agreed to comply with a court
ord~red plan to end public hotising discrimination~32 

The plan-requires that assignments to each 
public housing unit.must be made on the basis of 
racial representation until a point is reached 
where the racial composjtion of each project
reflects the racial composition of the population 
as a whol~. Hous.ing applicants who refuse assign
ment's are placed at th~ end of.the waiting list. 

. .. . 
·The. court detre~_. al so gua·ranteed that" at 

1east .two" members of the .fi ve-mem.ber county •• 
housing board -woul_d: be black and that _all ap-: . 
po·intments to· the· Board ·Would· mai-ntain that·ra.tio· . 

. The hou·s i ng :authority. al s_o· consent~d 1:6 ttie .i nte
grati on- :of. its -staff through .the· sel.ecti-on· bf a -
blac·~ ~o fill the·· next· -vacancy fn :the -·thre~-:person
leasing and ·occupancy. $taff.. In.-adaition, bl.~tk 

· employees· of·. the· i:naintenance staff ..were. guaranteed 
.equal op_portoni ty _for.· pronioti·on ·to· trye po·s1ti on- of 
.mainte~anie iup~rviior, a·positi6n.~reviotislJ held 
by wh i te·s ciri l_y:. ·: · • . • • • • · · •. •• · 

. Wha.t ··t·h.e·· 1 ~~at.housing. agency: ha.d --ste-~dfast)y 
refused to do for-yea.rs and HUD had.been ineffective 
in·doin~-for· 9 Y~~r~- has. been actomplish~~·thtough
the legal -action. of" l_"ocal ci.ti z~n~ .. •T'!'iq ·-bl ac;ks . 
now ·s·•i t· on· the:i"- ·goyer.n_i ng. board· of· the. 'Al. exander 
Counly ~<;>using Aut~oi:-ity, ·the foriner all-whi.te 
project ElmwmJd Courts- now· has· 30. b 1 ack ·ta:!fii lies 
in resii:ience.~ ·ano-the • ..fo·r.mer.iy all-b.lack-Pyramid
Court ·now ·has five· wh.i.te· famflies•.·i·n residence·. . . . . . . .. . 

32. U:.s. ·v_ . •ilex~nf1er ·c;ount~ .ljousi,-ig _A.~t.hqii-t:y: Civ. 
No. ··cv73-761J 

0

(E,.IJ. ·IJ.l)nois; October 197-4)_; • ..• . . . . . . 

•· .. 

... 

https://all-whi.te
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e previously all-white clerical positions within 
i~e public housing authority are being opened to 
blacks.33 

The Department of-Housing and Urban Develop
ent has made a notable effort regarding contracts 

~or a $2.4 million modernization program for the 
wo housing projects. In 1974 a conciliation 

t reement was drawn up between HUD, the Alexander 
~~untY Housing Authority, and the Pyramid Courts 
Tenant Council. The tenant council had previously
filed a ·formal complaint with HUD concerning the 
lack of minority employment in modernization 
contracts. 34 

As a result, a number of subcontracts on the 
roject have been granted to the tenants council 

~tself, a major contract for the production of new 
roofs has been awarded to the Egyptian Housing 
corp., headed by a black, and a black-owned finn 
from Chicago has received another of the contracts.35 
The efforts of the black tenants council, which 
initiated the original complaint against the 
housing authority, and the position taken by HUD 
that no-money would be made available until the • 
1egftim~t~ protests of the tenants were met have 
achieved gainful results for resident~ of the 
houslng project. The recommendation of the ·U.S. 
corrmission on Civil Rights that the Alexander 
county Housing Authority compl_y with fair . housing 
laws .and regulations is _becoming a reality, primarily 
through the efforts of C~iro's black residents. 

The private housing market in Cairo, by 
contrast, historically.has been integrated.
However-, housing conditions in many.-parts of the 
city are substandard, and the City Council has 
taken no action in the past to improve the situa
tion, with the exception of demolition, and has 
formulated no housing plan for the future. 

33. Seng Letter. 

34. • U.S., Department of Housing and Urban Develop
ment, Conciliation Agreement between the United·states 
Department of Housing and Urban Development and The 
Pyramid Courts Tenants Council and Alexander County 
Housing Authority: Cairo, Illinois, Nov. 13, 1974. 

35. Michael Seng, telephone interview, Feb. 24, 1975. 

https://contracts.35
https://blacks.33
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A private study of Cairo's housing completed 
in 1970 found that more than 50 percent of the units 
were deteriorating or dilapidated. The city ranked 
second of all comparable cities in the State in the 
percentage of substandard housing units. Since the 
early 1960s only a dozen new houses have been built 
in Cairo.36 

During the 1972 hearing, Mayor James Walder 
told the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights that the city
had no plan for improving the housing situation. (1972, 
p. 583) Again in 1974, Mayor Walder told the Illinois 
Advisory Committee that the city had no housing plan 
in effect and no plans for instituting one. He main
tained, however, that the shortage of decent housing 
was a primary drawback in the city's future develop
ment and its ability to attract new industry and expand
its economic base.37 

The Cairo City Council has not only declined to 
initiate its own housing program but it has stood in 
the way of efforts by private individuals attempting 
to improve the housing shortage. During 1971 and 
1972, the biracial Egyptian Housing Corporation of 
Cairo submitted bids for purchase of vacant city
owned land on which the organization planned to 
build low-income housing. Whites opposed the plan,
however, because the leadership of the Egyptian
Housing Corporation included blacks who had also 
participated in the efforts of the United Front of 
Cair6 to improve the economic conditions of blacks 
in the city. • 

Robert Cunningham, president of the United 
Citizen for Community Action (the successor organi
zation to the 11 White Hats 11 

), went before the City
Council to oppose the housing development. Mr. 
Cunningham said he was expressing the opinion of 
11 most people in Cairo 11 that while whites 11 are not 

36. Demographic, pp. 341-344 .. 

37. Walder Interview. 

https://Cairo.36
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opposed to new housing, they a~e agajnst ~ny
housing ... controlled by the United Front. 
CitY Councilperson James Dale, in a written state
ment to the Cairo Evening Citizen, said, "I am 
opposed to having control of any housing develop
ment in the hands of the United Front, under its 
own or any other name. 11 38 The Cairo City Council 
responded to the wishes of the white community.
The bids of the Egyptian Housing Corporation to 
purchase land for low- and moderate-income housing 
were denied. (1972, pp. 418, 419, 424) 

The Egyptian Housing Development Corporation, 
however, was able to purchase other land, in its 
attempt to bring much needed housing to Cairo. 
Headed by local black residents, the not-for-profit 
corporation used seed money provided by the Illinois 
Housing Development Authority and the Farmers Home 
Administration Interest Credit Program to build and 
sell nearly 160 single family homes which low-income 
Cairo residents can purchase for $65 to $85 a month 
with no money down. 

Representatives of the Egyptian Housing Cor
poration estimate that this housing will provide 
more than $37,500 in new property taxes every year
and that the homebuilding program circulated approx
imately $9,840,000 in new money throughout the re
gional economy. The company also projected that at 
its present level of activity, 213 new housing units 
would be built in Alexander and the surrounding five 
counties during 1974-1975, creating 50 new jobs and 
providing $20,402,500 in new money and $85,200 in new 
property taxes. The building activity is also ex
pected to produce such side benefits as increased 
training opportunities, growth of other area business, 
increased regional pride, and visible, sustained, 
economic activity in an area of the State which is 
used to· experiencing only economic depression.39 

38. Cairo Evening Citizen, Mar. 22, 1971, and 
Apr. 15, 1971. 

39. Brochure, Egyptian Housing Developmen~ Corpora
tion, April 1974. 

https://depression.39
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The City Council of Cairo continues to refuse 
to sell vacant land to the corporation or support
the work of the corporation in any manner.40 

40. Van Ewing, executive director, Egyptian Housing 
Development Corporation, interview in Cairo, Oct. 11, 
1974. 

https://manner.40


E D U C A T I O N 

In 1966 the Illinois Advisory Corrnnittee to 
the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights heard testi
mony that an all-white school with an all-white 
faculty and staff was maintained in Cairo through
the financial assistance of the U.S. Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare. (1966, pp. 42-48)
Shortly thereafter, DHEW threatened to cut off 
funding to the Cairo School District unless it com
plied with Federal anti-discrimination laws. The 
school district responded to the DHEW demands and 
voluntarily began to desegregate its schools. 

In 1972 the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
was informed that an all-white school with an all
white faculty and staff was once again operating
in C-airo, supported through the financial assistance 
of the U.S. Internal Revenue Service. The school 
was not 11 private 11 and the Federal assistance was 
in the form of "tax exempt status 11 but the effect 
remained: Federal su~port of a totally segregated
educational facility.41 

The segregated school, Camelot, was organized 
by a number of local white residents in 1967 shortly 
after the public school system agreed to desegregate. 
With early enrollments of more than 300 students at 

41. Symbol, pp. 19-20. 

21 

https://facility.41


• 22 

the elementary and secondary levels, Camelot 
made a heavy impact upon the operation of the 
publi~ school system.42 

First, the drop in enrollment in the public
schools (more than 20 percent during the first 
year of Camelot's operation) has caused a corres
ponding decrease in State money coming into the 
public school system since State funding in 
Illinois is calculated on a per pupil enrollment 
basis.43 

Second, the school district has been unablP 
to generats local funds for its financial 1.~eds 
through increasing school taxes. Parents of 
Camelot students, already paying substantial 
amounts of money to send their children to pri
vate school, have strongly opposed and soundly
defeated all school tax referendums in the 
district.44 

Third, the lack of funds has forced the 
school district to use Federal Special Education 
monies, including Emotionally Handicapped (EH),
Educable Mentally Handicapped (EMH), and Trainable 
Mentally Handicapped (TMH) funds in order to keep
the school system afloat. The money has enabled 
the district to pay its teachers, but it has 

- brought with it the possibility that large numbers 
of students have been erroneously classified as 
requiring special education, a stigma which can 
remain with the student for years. (Dec. 1974, 
pp. 45-48) 

In addition to the economic impact on the 
public school district, the existence of Camelot 
has inhibited racial harmony and ru~ial equality.
The isolation of white students from black students 
has eliminated the opportunity for any sort of 
interaction or educational understanding between 

42. Floodtide, p. 38. 

43. Floodtide, p. 42. 

44. Symbol, p. 20. 

https://district.44
https://basis.43
https://system.42
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the two cultures. In addition, Camelot students 
reported in 1972 that teachers at Camelot had made 
derogatory remarks about blacks during classroom 
discussions leading to further misconceptions and 
misunderstanding between races.45 

After its 1972 hearing, the U.S. Commission 
on Civil Rights recommended that the Internal 
Revenue Service review its policy for determining 
tax exempt status of private schools, such as 
Camelot, which have exclusively white enrollments. 
The IRS has failed to make any change in its 
policy, and as a result, the nation's taxpayers
continue to support financially the existence of 
Camelot.46 

The Commission also recorrmended additional 
ways for the school district to increase its economic 
stability including 1) funding under the Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare's Emergency Aid 
Act of 1972 and, 2) changing the Illinois law to 
eliminate the financial disadvantage of school systems
such as Cairo which have.a tax base too low to support
local school expenditures.47 

The school district applied for DHEW funds in 
the spring of 1973 and received $399,000 for the 
1973-74 school term. According to Gerald J. Bennett, 
DHEW's assistant regional director for Illinois and 

• Minnesota, the funds are to improve educational op
portunities and decrease racial isolation by providing
counseling and remedial education in the areas of 
reading and arithmetic. The district received addi
tional funding under. the act for th~ 1974-75 school 
year. (Feb. 1974, special p. l following p. 61) 

45. Floodtide, p. 37. 

46. Symbol, p. 19. 

47. Symbol, pp. 20, 21. 

https://expenditures.47
https://Camelot.46
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To assist school districts such as Cairo's, 
the Illinois Legislature passed Public Act 7820-
7824 in 1973 creating a $100 million a year capital
assistance program for school districts with low 
tax bases to receive State grants for capital con
struction. Public Act 78-215 was passed in the 
same year, providing a new State formula which 
equalizes the amount.of funds that each school 
district can receive. The new law increased Cairo's 
State support from $607,815 in 1972-73 to $779,610 
in 1973-74. (Feb. 1974 special p. 7 following 
p. 61) 

https://amount.of


H E A L T H 

Health care in the Cairo area has not been 
improved during the past decade, and long-range
planning by local, State, and Federal agencies
has provided no concrete plan for future health 
care needs. 

In both 1966 and 1972, the Illinois Advisory
Committee and the U.S. Corrmission on Civil Rights
documented the absence of adequate health care in 
Cairo and Alexander County. Local dentists refused 
to take black patients forcing them to travel up to 
40 miles for dental care. The Federal Government 
terminated its financial support of the local health 
clin.ic operated by St. Mary's Hospital. - The clinic 
for many of Cairo's. poor residents was the only
medical assistance available:48 When the hospital 
was on the verge of collapse the city officials of 
Cairo failed to take any aggressive action to try 
to prevent its closing.~9 

After its 1972 hearing the U.S. Conunission 
on Civil Rights recommended that the U.S. Depart
ment of Health, Education, and Welfare survey the 
Cairo situation and draw up long-range plans to 
provide comprehensive health care for all citizens 
including the large number of low-income residents. 

48. Symbol, p. 27. 

49. Cammack Interview. 

I 
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The Commission also recommended that DHEW 
establish programs to meet the immediate needs 
of the conmunity and insure adequate health 
care.SO 

In response to this recommendation, DHEW 
undertook a 11 planning effort intended to improve
health care in southern Illinois, 11 according to 
Gerald J. Bennett, DHEW's assistant regional
director for Illinois and Minnesota. Less than 
two years later, however, Cairo had fewer health 
care facilities, with the closing of the St. Mary's
Clinic, than it had before DHEW set about improving
the situation. 

DHEW's short-range goal has now been cut 
back to simply maintaining what is already there 
while the long-range plan has not yet emerged. 
11 What we're doing short-term is just making sure 
that the hospital stays open, 11 Mr. Bennett told the 
Advisory Conmittee. "What we're trying to do is get 
a long-range solution to problems down there. So 
what we're trying to do is lead toward a sort of 
regional approach to help in that area. 11 (Feb. 1974, 
p. 81) 

After 2 years of DHEW activity, the net result 
has been the closing of the health clinic in Cairo 
an_d a 11 sort of 11 regional concept of a health care 
delivery syste~. 

• Although little has been done by the responsible
Federal agencies to improve health care in Cairo, local 
residents, through the biracial leadership of PADCO, 
have been able to prevent the health situation from 
reaching total chaos. In February 1973 the Sisters of 
Holy Cross, owners of St. Mary's Hospital in Cairo, 
met with the Governor of Illinois to discuss the 
financial problems in keeping the hospital open.
Shortly thereafter, PADCO, with a $400,000 short-term 
loan guaranteed in part by the Illinois Department of 

50. Symbol, p. 27. 
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Agriculture, purchased the hospital and presently 
operates the facility. Long-term financing for 
the hospital was guaranteed by the U.S. Farmers 
Home Administration. (Feb. 1974, special p. 4 
fO11 owing p. 191 ) 

The State, through its Comprehensive Health 
Planning Agency, assisted the hospital by granting
$40,000 to Southern Illinois University to develop 
a model 'rural health care delivery system, to re
cruit physicians to the area, and to provide medical 
back-up support to the hospital. Through this grant
four physicians were recruited to work in the PADCO 
Hospital on a revolving basis. 

Although the hospital is by no means entirely 
out of financial trouble, according to William 
carrmack of PADCO, it is functioning to serve the 
present emergency needs of Cairo and the 22,000 
residents of Alexander County. 

The inability of blacks to receive dental 
car~ in Cairo has not changed. The Illinois Depart
ment of Registration and Education has failed to 
conduct an adequate investigation of discriminatory
practices by Cairo dentists as recommended by the 
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. 

Evidence that two white dentists in Cairo 
discriminate against black patients has a~cumulated 
since the first· hearing in Cairo in 1966. The charges
of discrimination were confirmed by the dentists' own 
testimony before the Commission in 1972 when each 
admitted that they refer black patients to other den
tists, that they take only whites as new patients, 
and that they had never taken a black as a regular
full-time patient. (1972 pp. 617, 620, 627, 630) 

Rule III of the Illinois Rules and Regulations
Promulgated for the Administration of the Illinois 
Dental Practices Act prohibits discrimination on the 
part of dentists practicing in the State.51 The 

51. Ill. Rev .. Stats. ch 91§ 56 et seq. 

https://State.51
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Department of Registration and Education, the 
State agency responsible for enforcing the regu
lations, has failed to take appropriate action. 

The department's director, Ronald Stackler, 
told the Advisory Committee in 1974 that an investi
gation of a Cairo dentist was made in response to 
the recommendations of the 1972 hearing of the U.S. 
Corrmission on Civil Rights. (Dec. 1974, p. 143) 

The department's records indicate, however, 
that only one investigation has ever been carried 
out in Cairo, and that was in response to an indivi
dual complaint filed in February 1972 prior to the 
Corrmission's hearing. According to Mark A. Orlich, 
chief of investigation of the Department of Registra
tion and Education, the investigation was completed
and closed April 15, 1972.52 The transcript of the 
Commission's hearing was not published until June 
1972, however, more than 45 days after the case had 
been closed and the Commission's reconmendations 
were not issued until the folJowing February. Thus, 
the department could not have initiated its case on 
the information and recommendations of the Commission. 

However, no action was taken by the department
after the publication of the Commission's findings
which included the sworn testimony of Cairo denti~ts 
that they provided servfces only to new white patients
and refused their services to new black patients. 

52. Mark A. Orlich, chief of investigation, 
Department of Registration and Education, letter 
to Commission staff, Jan. 31, 1973. 



L A W E N F O R C E M E N T 

No action has been taken by local, State or 
Federal officials to prevent a recurrence of the 
breakdown of law and justice which occurred in Cairo 
during the late l96Qs and early 1970s. In the 
absence of the 11 clear and present danger" which 
then existed, officials have declined to take any 
necessary or appropriate remediol steps. 

Blacks still do not participate in the 
decision-making process for local law enforcement 
efforts. Only two blacks are on the active police
force of Cairo and no blacks sit on the City Council 
which has overall authority over the police
department.53 . 

The City Council and the police department 
have failed to utilize any of the recommendations 
made in the 1970 study ·of the Cairo ~olice Depart
ment by the highly respected International Associa
tion of Chiefs of Police. The report made more 
than 200 specific recommendations for improving the 
policies and practices of the department.54 

53. Walder Interview. 

54. Floodtide, p. 30. 
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The city and the police department have re.fused 
to accept money made available by the Illinois Law 
Enforcement Commission for the operation of a police
community relations program or to set up such a program 
on an independent basis. (Dec. 1974, p. 80) 

The City Council has also failed to follow a 
recommendation of the u.s: Commission on Civil Rights
that the council pass a resolution clearly stating its 
intention to insure the independence of the Cairo 
Police Department. The council has also failed to 
follow a Commission recommendation that it assist the 
chief of police with a wide-ranging program to upgrade
and reform the department.55 

The Governor of Illinois and the State legislature
have failed to act on a Commission recommendation to 
establish an emergency law enforcement control program 
to provide State control of certain local functions in 
the event local police officials fail to properly ful
fill their law enforcement obligations.56 

In the absence of adequate local law enforcement, 
Cairo residents have turned to the -State police for 
protection. Black residents of Cairo charge, however, 
that the State police have also failed to protect the 
city's population and have actually participated in 
illegal actions against certain citizens. "The State 
police inevitably take sides with the city police
department and the City Council," said Cairo NAACP 
President Preston Ewing, "no matter how wrong they
might be or whose rights they might violate. 11 57 In 
1969, for example, the mayor of Cairo declared that 
"gatherings of... two or more individuals is prohibited"
and "no person sha 11 take part in ... a parade or engage 

55. Michael Seng, interview in Cairo, Oct. 11, 1974. 

56. Ibid. 

57. Preston Ewing, Jr., President, Cairo NAACP, 
interview in Cairo, Oct. 10, 1974. 

https://obligations.56
https://department.55


picketing." When the State police were 
in ~~~ in by the city, they responded by preventing

1ca ks from participating in peaceful protests and 
blacsted many for violating the mayor's "law". 
arre 

Shortly thereafter the courts ruled that the 
called law was clearly unconstitutional and 

so-ed all those who had been illegally arrested. 
ffeck residents continued to condemn the State
8 ~fee however, for their complicity in the 
porest~ and their unquestioning support of the 
~~ty council and the city police.58 

"I am not an attorney and can't pretend to be 
ne II Dwight Pitman, superintendent of the State 

~olice, told the Illinois Advisory Committee in 
1974 11 but it's my impression that its a rule of 
iaw that until a [local] law has been held to be 
unconstitutional, it must be assumed to be consti
tutional. 11 (Dec. 1974, p. 117) 

According to Mr. Pitman, the department has 
taken no measures to alter·such automatic support
of local officials or local laws no matter what 
the impact of those laws might be upon certain 
elements of the community . 

. 
The relative quiet in Cairo during the past 2 

years has not 11 tested 11 the local or State police
and the consequences of inaction by local and 
State authorities is not readily apparent. The 
la.ck of affirmative action has done little to 
increase the confidence· of the. local community in 
its police force, however, and the underlying 
currents of mistrust continue to linger among
Cairo residents.59 

58. Brinton, "Confrontation," pp. 10-14. 

59. Seng and P. Ewing· interviews. 

https://residents.59
https://police.58


THE CA IR O EXPERIENCE-

S O M E C O N C L U S I O N S 

During its 1966 informal hearing in Cairo, 84-
year-old Mrs. Rosie Bryant told the Illinois Advisory
Committee to the U.. S. Commission on Civil Rights, 
11 Listen, I don 1 t see a bit of difference now than I 
did way back in 1 51 or '52 in the civil rights. It 
·ain 1 t got to us - not the civil rights. I reckon 
it 1 s on its way but it ain't got here yet." 

The impact of civil rights legislation has still 
not reached Cairo nearly a decade later . 

. • Employment discrimination continues to be 
practiced by local governments because the U~S. Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission has not yet processed
its discrimination charges. The Federal Government 
continues to fund construction contractors who practice
discrimination because 11 changes come slow. 11 The 
State Fair Employment Practices Commission admits it 
has done 11 nothing 11 to end discrimination in Cairo 
because it does not have the money or legislative
authority to take effective action. Discrimination 
by members of the medical profession continues because 
the State has failed to investigate the charges. 
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The City Council of Cairo lets its attitudes 
towards blacks stand in the way of selling vacant 
property to a corporation willing and able to build 
desperately needed low-income housing for the city's 
poor. 

A segregated, all-white school continues to 
operate in Cairo through the support of a federally
sponsored tax exempt status while the public school 
system nears financial ruin. 

The paternalistic attitudes of whites, des-
cribed in the 1969 report of the Special House Com
mittee of the Illinois Legislature, continue to exist. 
City attorney John Holland claims that what Cairo needs 
is "a better class of black people. 11 60 Mayor James 
Walder finds only "15 or 20 colored men" who have 
the appropriate qualifications to fit "my limited 
colored pool" of blacks eligible for appointment to 
positions on city boards or agencies.61 

In spite of the failures of these governmental
agencies, blacks in Cairo have accomplished a great
deal during the past decade. The biracial board of 
directors and black administrative staff of the 
Egyptian Housing Corporation have successfully over
come the roadblocks of the City Council and have 
provided low-income housing for both poor whites and 
poor blacks in Cairo. The jobs, tax dollars, and 
economi'c base created by the corporati on rank among
the ·area's most notable achievements during the 
decade·. 

The biracial board of directors and staff of the 
Pulaski-Alexander Development Corporation have suc
cessfully negotiated loans for more than 20 small busi
nesses in Cairo, assisted 3 large corporations locating
in the area, and have taken over the operations of the 
local hospital, preventing its closing. 

60. Holland Interview. 

61. Floodtide, p. 77. 
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The black leadership of the Pyramid Courts 
tenants council, with the legal assistance of the 
Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights Under Law and the 
Land of Lincoln Legal Assistance Foundation, initiated 
court proceedings which put an end to discrimination 
in public housing in Cairo, won positions for blacks 
on the county housing authority and opened up more 
jobs to blacks on the housing authority staff. 

The Illinois Advisory ColTITii_ttee concludes that 
the element of success in each of these achievements 
has been the emergence of black leadership from 
within the black colTITiunity (as opposed to leadership
figures hand picked by whites) and the willingness of 
private and governmental agencies to recognize that 
leadership and make the necessary funds and support 
available for the black community to pursue its own 
goals and ends. 

In particular the Advisory Committee commends 
the leadership of the Egyptian Housing Corporation,
the Pyramid Courts tenants council, (now called the 
Pyramid Courts Housing Council), and PADCO along with 
those agencies which provided funding or assistance 
including: the Illinois Housing Development Authority
and the Farmers Home Administration for seed money
and mortgage insurance made available to Egyptian 
Housing Corporation; the U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development for its efforts regarding the 
formal complaint filed by the Pyramid Courts tenants 

;... council; the Land of L1ncoln Legal Assistance Founda
tion, and the Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights
Under Law for their legal .aid to the tenants council 
and other black organizations and individuals; the 
Illinois Department of Agriculture for its guarantee
of a short-term loan to PADCO, used to purchase and 
keep open the hospital; the Illinois Comprehensive
Health Planning Agency for its grant to assist PADCO 
in recruiting physicians for the hospital; and to the 
Economic Development Administration of the U.S. 
Department of Commerce for its technical assistance 
grants to PADCO. 
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The past decade in Cairo indicates that if 
that city is to have a future it will come about 
only when the black community is recognized and 
supported in its efforts to play a determining 
role in the government and economics of the city. 

:; 
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